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In our lives, we are surrounded by other people, some of whom are
faring better and some of whom are doing worse than we do. These others
may serve as sources of hope and inspiration and may foster positive self-
evaluations, but may sometimes also cause frustration and despair. In this
dissertation, comparison processes with others (i.e., social comparisons) are
studied among individuals who can be assumed to be particularly
vulnerable for the harmful effects of these comparisons: individuals
suffering from burnout. Burnout is a state of mental exhaustion,
encompassing feelings of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
reduced personal accomplishment. How would individuals in such a state
compare themselves with others? Are they still capable, like healthy people,
to preserve a positive view of themselves vis-à-vis others? Can they be
inspired by successful others in the same way as healthy people? And how
do they respond to confrontation with unfortunate others? Moreover, how
may they benefit from comparison with others?
By studying burnout from a social comparison perspective, this
dissertation aims to give more insight in the development and persistence
of burnout, and to provide suggestions for the treatment of burnout.
Burnout constitutes a major problem in our society that not only affects the
individuals inflicted by it, but also the recipients of their service (i.e.,
pupils, clients, patients), and the institutions (i.e., private companies, public
institutions) that have to bear the costs of disability pensions. Social
comparison processes may be particularly relevant for burnout, as burnout
develops and persists mainly in the context of the working environment, a
domain where social comparison is a quite prevalent phenomenon (e.g.,
Goodman, 1977). Moreover, social comparison processes seem to play in
general a significant role among people facing mental and physical health
problems (e.g., Buunk & Gibbons, 1997; Tennen, McKee, & Affleck,
2000). Among cancer patients, for instance, comparisons with less fortunate
others may help to combat a sense of victimization (Wood, Taylor, &
Lichtman, 1985; see also Wood & Van der Zee, 1997).
This introductory chapter starts by a summarizing the literature on
burnout. This is followed by an overview of the literature on social
comparison, covering several recurrent themes in social comparison
research: perceptions of oneself vis-à-vis others, reactions to forced
comparison, and reactions to comparison with self-construed others.
Throughout these literature summaries, the other chapters of this
dissertation are introduced briefly. The chapter concludes by recapitulating
the purposes of the other chapters.
Burnout
Burnout is ‘hot’
The last 25 years have witnessed a growing interest in burnout and other
stress-related issues. In the mass media, in television programs, magazines
and newspapers, burnout currently receives a considerable amount of
attention. In scientific journals as well, the literature on burnout is
abundant: In March 2002, entering the term ‘burnout’ in psycINFO, the
literature database of the American Psychological Association, resulted in
2833 hits. In 1995, a large-scale research program concerning Fatigue at
Work was initiated by the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research
(NWO). In this research program, burnout and fatigue at work are
investigated from a variety of disciplines, such as work and organizational
psychology, clinical psychology, and occupational health epidemiology.
The research described in the present dissertation was conducted as part of
this large-scale research program. 
There are several reasons for the rising interest in burnout. In the
Netherlands, as in many other large countries, burnout and other stress-
related disorders constitute a pressing social problem: About 34% of the
disability pensions for work-incapacitated people are allocated because of
mental-health problems, mostly related to stress (LISV, 2000a). As a
consequence, the costs of stress-related disorders in the Netherlands are
very high: In 1995, approximately 2.1 billion Euros were expended on
sickness and disability benefits due to mental-health problems, and another
86 million Euros on the accompanying medical consumption (Koningsveld
& Mossink, 1997). Moreover, through changed legislation in the nineties,
Dutch organizations were forced to deal actively with stress-related
disorders (for an overview see Geurts, Kompier, & Gründemann, 2000).
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Nowadays, organizations must share in the labor costs of sick employees,
and may receive additional financial punishment, or reward, for employees
entering, or leaving, the disability scheme. The heightened interest in
burnout and stress would also have been fostered, according to some
authors (e.g., Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998), by research itself. Research in
the field of burnout would have encouraged individuals to describe their
negative emotional experiences as ‘burnout’ or ‘stress’ (Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998), labels that put relatively little stigma or blame on people
(Shirom, 1989).
Several cultural, social, and economic changes are considered as
contributing to the emergence of burnout (Cherniss, 1980; Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998): 
• Since the World War II, there has been a rapid growth of the human
service sector, a sector confronted with high emotional demands and
high expectations from society. In the seventies, emotional demands
increased even more, as people started to question the authority of
human service professionals and their institutions. 
• According to some authors (e.g., Farber, 1983), due to growing
individualization individuals would nowadays have a lower sense of
belonging and fewer resources to cope with frustration. 
• The mental and emotional workload has aggravated considerably
(Landsbergis, Cahill, & Schnall, 1999). This pattern has been found all
over Europe, as well as in Japan and the United States. Of the European
countries, the Netherlands have witnessed the strongest increase in
workload (see Houtman, Smulders, & Klein Hesselink, 1999). 
• In the last 60 years, a ‘professional mystique’ emerged. Individuals
would enter their jobs with too glamorous pictures of their profession,
comparable to those in television series, and with too high expectations
about self-fulfillment. This would eventually result in feelings of
disappointment and promote the development of burnout. 
Definitions of burnout 
Since the introduction of burnout by Freudenberger (1974), there has
been much confusion about the concept of burnout. Not surprisingly, a
multitude of burnout symptoms has been described: Schaufeli and
Enzmann (1998) enumerate 132 symptoms that have been associated with
burnout, ranging from anxiety, nervous tics, boredom, procrastination, to
nausea, helplessness, and ulcers. Furthermore, various definitions of
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burnout have been proposed, such as the definition of Pines and Aronson
(1988), who consider burnout as a syndrome of mental, physical and
emotional exhaustion due to long-term involvement in emotionally
demanding situations. The most commonly used definition, however, is the
one provided by Maslach and Jackson (1981), according to which burnout
is a syndrome encompassing emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
reduced personal accomplishment. Emotional exhaustion, the most central
dimension of burnout (Shirom, 1989), refers to a depletion of emotional
resources and to a feeling of being ‘empty’ or ‘worn out’. Depersonalization
denotes a negative, cynical attitude toward the recipients of one’s care.
Reduced personal accomplishment stands for a negative evaluation of one’s
accomplishments at work. Although Maslach and Jackson originally
assumed that burnout occurred mainly among human service professionals,
the concept of burnout is currently not restricted to the human service sector
(Maslach & Leiter, 1997).
Several process definitions of burnout have been proposed as well, most
of them emphasizing the gradual development of burnout and the impact of
unmet expectations and dysfunctional coping strategies (see Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998). Cherniss (1980) defines burnout as a “process in which a
previously committed professional disengages from his or her work in
response to stress and strain experienced in the job” (p. 18). Edelwich and
Brodsky (1980) view burnout as a process of disillusionment consisting of
four stages: enthusiasm, stagnation, frustration and apathy. Etzion (1987)
underlines the deceptive nature of burnout, describing burnout as “a slow
and hidden process of psychological erosion” (p. 18) caused by a misfit
between individuals and their environment. The stress from this misfit
would often be so subtle that no coping efforts are activated, and this may
eventually, and unexpectedly, result in complete exhaustion. 
In addition, several stage models have been put forward to explain how
the three burnout dimensions are sequentially related. Leiter and Maslach
(1988) have suggested that burnout starts with emotional exhaustion, after
which depersonalization occurs as a dysfunctional coping response, which
would eventually result in feelings of reduced personal accomplishment.
Golembiewski, Boudreau, Munzenrider, and Luo (1996) consider
depersonalization as the first stage of burnout, reduced personal
accomplishment as the second stage, and emotional exhaustion as the third
and final stage of burnout. Longitudinal studies tend to offer somewhat
more report for Leiter and Maslach than for Golembiewski et al (e.g., Van
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Dierendonck, Schaufeli, Buunk, 2001b), but the best fit seems to be
provided by an alternative model according to which reduced personal
accomplishment influences depersonalization, and depersonalization
subsequently leads to emotional exhaustion (Van Dierendonck, Schaufeli,
& Buunk, 2001a). 
Although research on the underlying burnout dimensions is important, as
the various stage models demonstrate, and although the
multidimensionality of burnout is widely acknowledged, there are
theoretical and practical reasons to consider burnout as a single construct.
From a theoretical viewpoint, it is important to note that burnout has been
proposed as a specific work-related syndrome, consisting of the burnout
dimensions. Similarly as with other multidimensional syndromes (e.g.,
depression), the multifaceted nature of the burnout syndrome does not
imply that we should abandon the overall concept of burnout. In contrast,
conducting research and theorizing on the overall concept of burnout may
sometimes help us to advance our knowledge in a more thorough way than
research on the separate, underlying dimensions. Moreover, from a
practical viewpoint, it is sometimes convenient for researchers to treat
burnout as a unidimensional or dichotomous construct, an approach that
simplifies results considerably, especially when complex interaction effects
are studied. In addition, researchers may sometimes have more interest in
the overall concept of burnout, rather than in the separate burnout
dimensions. This may be the case when researchers want to focus on
differences between individuals low and high in burnout or when they wish
to estimate the prevalence of burnout. Chapter 2 of this dissertation deals
with the question whether and when it is appropriate to treat burnout as a
unidimensional or dichotomous variable, rather than reporting results
separately for each burnout dimension. This chapter also discusses several
ways to combine the three burnout dimensions into a single burnout score. 
Burnout as a distinct concept
Initially, burnout was viewed by the academic world as ‘pop
psychology’, adding little to the already existing concepts related to stress
and well-being (Maslach & Schaufeli, 1993; Shirom, 1989). Over the years,
however, the concept of burnout became less ‘fuzzy’, and the boundaries
between burnout and related concepts sharpened. Still, the distinction
between burnout and other concepts, such as job stress, adjustment
disorder, chronic fatigue, and depression, is not always clear. Burnout may
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indeed share some characteristics with these other concepts, but there are
also important differences. 
Burnout differs in several ways from job stress, which has been defined
as an emotional state that results from an imbalance between coping
resources and demands (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). An important
difference between burnout and stress concerns the time frame: Burnout is
viewed as a long-term stress reaction. Furthermore, burnout can be
considered as a particular pattern of stress responses. Not only emotional
exhaustion, which is a typical stress response, but also depersonalization
and reduced personal accomplishment are symptoms of burnout (Cordes &
Dougherty, 1993).
Adjustment disorder is characterized by an impairment in professional
and social functioning or by symptoms that seem excessive for the amount
of stress (DSM-IV; American Psychiatric Association, 1994). The
difference between burnout and adjustment disorder is the gradual
development of burnout. Whereas burnout progresses slowly in response to
chronic stressors, adjustment disorder develops within three months as a
reaction to an identifiable stressor (Hoogduin, Schaap, & Methorst, 1996).
When a stressor disappears, the symptoms of an adjustment disorder vanish
within six months, while the symptoms of burnout persist. 
The chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) can be described as persistent
unexplained fatigue, often accompanied by sore throats, painful lymph
nodes, headaches, and sleep disturbances, among other things (Jason et al.,
1995). Although emotional exhaustion is a central feature of both burnout
and chronic fatigue, physical symptoms are more manifest, and negative
attitudes and behaviors (e.g., making cynical comments) are less manifest
in chronic fatigue. In addition, chronic fatigue is not necessarily related to
one’s work, whereas the burnout syndrome by definition is (see Schaufeli
& Enzmann, 1998). 
Depression is characterized by the following symptoms: depressed
mood, an inability to derive pleasure from things, weight loss,
psychomotoric agitation or inhibition, fatigue, feelings of insufficiency or
guilt, indecisiveness or inability to concentrate, and thoughts about death
and suicide (DSM-IV; American Psychiatric Association, 1994).
Individuals are diagnosed as having a Major Depressive Episode if they
experience five of these nine symptoms. Depression is sometimes equated
with burnout, for instance by Hallsten (1993), who views burnout as “a
form of depression that results from the process of burning out, which is a
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necessary cause of burnout” (p. 99). According to a number of authors,
however, depression differs from burnout with respect to its clinical picture
(Hoogduin et al., 1996). For example, individuals in a state of burnout, as
compared to depressed individuals, make a more vital impression and are
still able to enjoy things. Similarly, a review study by Glass and McKnight
(1996) indicates that depression and burnout are not identical constructs,
although there is substantial overlap, especially with respect to the
emotional exhaustion dimension. The distinction between depression and
burnout receives special attention in Chapter 3.
Prevalence of burnout
Although burnout is commonly regarded as a widespread problem (e.g.,
Maslach & Leiter, 1997), opinions diverge about the exact prevalence of
burnout. Burnout is difficult to estimate because it occurs as a gradual
phenomenon, for which no universally accepted cut-off scores exist.
According to Golembiewski (1999), individuals are severely burnt-out
when they score on all three dimensions above the median in a specific
norm group, consisting of employees from a large federal agency. Using
this criterion, approximately 20% of the individuals in North America
would be in a severe state of burnout, and this percentage would globally
even rise to 37%. Yet, Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) view the criteria used
by Golembiewski as quite liberal and arbitrary, and they plead for the
development of clinically validated criteria. That is, criteria should be not
solely based on the questionnaire scores in a general sample (whether
expressed in a mean, median or percentile score), but should be tested in a
clinical sample of individuals diagnosed as burnt-out. Moreover, Schaufeli
and Enzmann argue that the prevalence of burnout is difficult to estimate
given the multifaceted concept of burnout. Combining the burnout
dimensions into an overall measure of burnout would entail a significant
loss of information, but it would facilitate the computation of burnout
percentages.
As described in Chapter 2, we developed a criterion to distinguish
between individuals low and high in burnout on the basis of their scores on
a burnout questionnaire. To obtain this criterion, the scores of individuals
diagnosed as burnt-out were compared to those of healthy individuals. This
criterion can be useful for computing burnout percentages and for
examining differences between individuals with and without burnout.
Recent research in the Netherlands using this criterion suggests that 16 to
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22% of the individuals doing ‘people work’ have an increased risk on
burnout. What is more, approximately 4% of the individuals working in
these professions appear to be clinically burnt-out, that is, they report
burnout symptoms that are comparable to, or worse than, those of
individuals under treatment for burnout (Bakker, Schaufeli, & Van
Dierendonck, 2000). 
Antecedents of burnout
Numerous antecedents of burnout have been investigated, including
biographical and personality characteristics, work related attitudes, and
work and organizational characteristics (see for reviews Burke &
Richardsen, 2001; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). In the interpretation of
these findings, it is important to notice that biographical and personality
characteristics may influence the work situation individuals choose for
themselves (see Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Furthermore, the different
factors related to burnout may interact in complex ways with each other. 
Associations between biographical characteristics and burnout are
generally modest, and often inconsistent. Of these biographical
characteristics, age appears to show the most consistent relationship with
burnout. Younger individuals seem to be more prone to burnout (e.g.,
Vredenburgh, Carlozzi, & Stein, 1999), although this might reflect a
survival bias. That means, older employees may be relatively healthy,
because those with elevated levels of burnout have left their jobs. In the
Netherlands, however, an opposite pattern is found: Burnout is more
prevalent among older people (Bakker et al., 2000), which might be
ascribed to the lower professional mobility in the Netherlands. Hence,
individuals in the Netherlands seem to stay in their job, even when they
experience feelings of burnout. The results concerning gender and burnout
are mixed, with women scoring sometimes higher and sometimes lower on
burnout than men. It is nevertheless a recurrent finding that men report
more depersonalization than women do (e.g., Van Horn, Schaufeli, &
Enzmann, 1999), which has been ascribed to differing traditional role
patterns among men and women (e.g., Greenglass, Burke, & Konarski,
1998). With respect to marital status, married or cohabiting individuals
seem to experience less burnout than single individuals (e.g., Zijlstra & de
Vries, 2000).
A number of personality traits have been associated with burnout. Low
levels of hardiness, external locus of control, avoidant coping style, low
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self-esteem, and type-A behavior, among other things, have all been related
to high levels of burnout (see Burke & Richardsen, 2001; Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998; Wagenvoort VanYperen, Hoogduin, & Schaap, 1998). Of
the personality traits of the Big Five (i.e., the main dimensions underlying
personality) especially neuroticism seems to be related to burnout
(Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Neuroticism seems to predispose an
individual to burnout, but negative affectivity may also play a role in this
relationship.
As for work-related attitudes, it has often been proposed that
unrealistically high expectations are important to the etiology of burnout.
Pines (1993), for instance, emphasizes the risk of searching for meaning in
life via one’s work. Nonetheless, the empirical evidence for the relationship
between burnout and high expectations does not appear conclusive. In a
review of 20 studies, Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) report that only half of
these studies found a positive association between burnout and
expectations, and that three studies even reported a negative association.
However, Schaufeli and Enzmann note that comparison of the studies was
difficult because different types of expectations were examined. 
Several work and organizational characteristics have been identified as
contributors to the development of burnout (see for reviews Burke &
Richardsen, 2001; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Workload, time pressure,
role conflict, and role ambiguity, for example, have shown positive
associations with burnout, whereas social support from superiors, feedback,
participation in decision making, and autonomy have been negatively
related with burnout. In general, job demands seem to be correlated most
strongly with emotional exhaustion and least strongly to personal
accomplishment (e.g., Lee & Ashfort, 1996). In addition, various client-
related variables, such as the severity of the problems of clients, the number
of clients, and the amount of complaints and criticism from clients, have
been associated with burnout. Particularly important in this context are
perceptions of equity in the relationship with the recipients of one’s care:
Individuals who perceive an imbalance in what they give to and receive
from the recipients of their service tend to experience stronger feelings of
burnout (e.g., VanYperen, 1996). 
Consequences of burnout
The consequences of burnout are manifold and serious, encompassing
changes at the individual level, effects on attitudes toward work, and
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organizational consequences. Many of these outcomes, however, cannot be
viewed as outcomes in a strict sense, but rather as concomitants of burnout,
because the direction of causality has not yet been established. 
At the individual level, we find emotional and physical consequences,
effects on health behavior, and effects on relationships (see Burke &
Richardsen, 2001; Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Kahill, 1988; Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998). Emotional consequences include low self-esteem,
depression, irritability, helplessness and anxiety. Physical consequences of
burnout entail insomnia, headaches, back pain, colds and flu, fatigue and
gastrointestinal disturbances. Effects on health behavior are, for instance,
medication use and the consumption of alcohol, tobacco, and drugs. Effects
on relationships include withdrawal from friends and clients, and marital
stress. 
As evident in the definition of burnout, attitudinal consequences or
concomitants of burnout pertain to the development of negative attitudes
toward oneself, one’s clients, the organization, and the job (see Burke &
Richardsen, 2001; Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Kahill, 1988; Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998). Individuals would emotionally detach themselves from
their work, lower their goals and aspirations, and pursue their self-interest
to a larger extent (Cherniss, 1980). Moreover, research suggests that
burnout influences organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and the
intention to quit, but the evidence for a causal relationship between burnout
and these other constructs is scarce and admits sometimes of more than one
interpretation.
Organizational consequences of burnout include turnover and
absenteeism, although the effects of burnout upon these variables are not
particularly strong. Moreover, unlike generally assumed, it seems that
burnout does not necessarily lead to a deterioration of actual performance
(see Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Among intensive care nurses, a positive
relationship has been found between burnout and performance (Keijsers,
Schaufeli, Le Blanc, Zwerts, & Reis Miranda, 1995). It may be that these
nurses overworked themselves in order to obtain a high level of
performance (i.e., high performance standards may have served as a
precursor of burnout). Yet, in other studies burnout was inversely related to
performance. In a prospective study among human service professionals
(e.g., Wright & Bonett, 1997), burnout appeared to predict a worsening of
one’s performance. In addition, burnout has been associated with tardiness,
theft, neglect, mistakes, extension of work breaks, and personal injuries
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(see Kahill, 1988), as well as with a diminished capacity for creative
problem solving and proactive behavior (Noworol, Zarczynski, Fafrowicz,
& Marek, 1993). 
Interventions to reduce burnout
Over the years, a multitude of interventions have been recommended to
combat burnout, both at the individual and the organizational level, and
from various theoretical perspectives (see Burke & Richardsen, 2001;
Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). It should be noted that many of these
interventions are not specifically designed to prevent or cure burnout, and
that more research is needed on the effectiveness of these interventions.
Furthermore, research indicates that it is preferable to combine the
individual treatment of burnout with interventions at the organizational
level when complaints are shared by others (e.g., VanYperen & Snijders,
2000). 
Interventions at the individual level comprise a variety of techniques,
such as relaxation and cognitive-behavioral techniques. Relaxation
techniques include muscle relaxation, biofeedback, and meditation, among
other things. Cognitive-behavioral techniques encompass cognitive
restructuring, whereby dysfunctional beliefs are challenged, and the
reinforcement of active coping skills, such as assertiveness. Other
intervention techniques at the individual level are physical exercise and
didactic stress management, whereby information is offered to raise
awareness and to promote self-care. Often, several techniques are combined
in the treatment of burnout, an approach that would be more efficacious
than the use of a single technique, according to Murphy (1996). However,
a recent meta-analysis by Van der Klink, Blonk, Schene, and Van Dijk
(2001) indicates that cognitive-behavioral interventions are somewhat more
effective than interventions combining cognitive-behavioral and relaxation
techniques. Cognitive-behavioral interventions also appeared to be more
effective than interventions using only relaxation techniques. Nevertheless,
both Van der Klink et al. (2001) and Murphy (1996) note that the choice of
an intervention may depend on the specific outcome variable one wishes to
affect.
At the organizational level, we find interventions aimed at recognizing
symptoms of burnout (such as a stress audit or a ‘burnout check-up’) and at
reducing burnout (see Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). This latter category
includes job redesign (such as job enrichment and job rotation),
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management training, career management, fitness and wellness programs,
team-building and outplacement. Communication, decision-making, and
conflict management may be improved too, as well as the way in which
newcomers are prepared for the job, by providing realistic information and
social support. Moreover, a study by Van Dierendonck, Schaufeli, and
Buunk (1998) showed that a specifically designed burnout intervention
program aimed to restore perceptions of equity towards the organization
and the recipients of one’s care was successful in reducing absenteeism,
feelings of emotional exhaustion, and perceptions of inequity in the
relationship with the organization.
Burnout among teachers
The teaching profession has the reputation of being particularly plagued
by burnout. Research in Europe suggests that 60% to 70% of the teachers
are under frequent stress and that at least 30% of the teachers show signs of
burnout (see Rudow, 1999). Research in the Netherlands, using more
stringent criteria for burnout, yields burnout percentages of approximately
12%, even rising to 20% in secondary education (Taris, Schaufeli, Schreurs,
& Caljé, 2000). Also in comparison with various other kinds of ‘people
work’, such as mental and physical health professions, teachers appear to
be at a relatively high risk of burnout (De Heus & Diekstra, 1999; Taris et
al., 2000). Not surprisingly, mental-health problems appear in 41% of the
cases as the reason for allocating a disability pension to a work-
incapacitated teacher in the Netherlands (LISV, 2000b).
What is it that makes teaching such a hazardous profession? Compared
to workers in other social professions, teachers report less time control,
lower participation in decision making, and less support from colleagues
(De Heus & Diekstra, 1999). Other problems associated with teacher
burnout are large classes, lack of resources, isolation, fear of violence, role
ambiguity, poor opportunities for promotion, and behavioral problems of
pupils (Abel & Sewell, 1999). The workload for teachers in the Netherlands
seems currently even higher than usual as a result of the recent school
reforms in secondary education (Tweede Fase Adviespunt, 2001). These
reforms were intended to smooth the transition from secondary to higher
education, whereby independent learning received strong emphasis. For
many teachers the reforms implied a substantial change in their profession
and seem to have led to an increase, at least temporarily, in feelings of
exhaustion and uncertainty. 
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Teacher burnout not only threatens the well-being of teachers, but may
also have nefarious effects on pupils (Abel & Sewell, 1999; Rudow, 1999).
Teachers in a state of burnout are callous and detached from their pupils and
may be less willing to do their best for pupils. Indeed, research indicates
that the performance of high-achieving students improves considerably less
when their teacher suffers from burnout (see Dworkin, 1997). Moreover,
the higher sickness and absence rates associated with burnout among
teachers (Burke & Greenglass, 1995; Rudow, 1999) are not only harmful
for pupils, but also pose a financial burden to society.
Burnout and social comparison
To further our understanding of the concept of burnout, it is
indispensable to consider the social context of the working environment
(see Buunk & Schaufeli, 1993). Individuals’ social context has a major
impact upon the development and persistence of burnout. It is therefore
important to investigate how people perceive and respond to the behaviors,
competencies and outcomes of other people in their working environment.
In particular, attention may be paid to social comparison processes, to the
processes of relating information about other individuals to oneself (i.e., to
one’s own situation or to one’s own experiences). Individuals are quite
often confronted with social comparison information in their working
environment (e.g., Goodman, 1977) and these comparisons seem to be
especially important for individuals suffering from burnout. In a study
among nurses, burnout appeared to foster the tendency to engage in social
comparison (Buunk, Schaufeli, & Ybema, 1994), possibly because social
comparison processes may help people to cope with mental and physical
health problems (e.g., Buunk & Gibbons, 1997; Tennen et al., 2000).
According to Wood et al. (1985) comparison with less fortunate others may
help cancer patients to combat a sense of victimization. 
Social comparison processes may be of particular relevance for teachers,
as the teaching profession seems to give ample opportunity for social
comparison. In the staff room teachers may discuss their experiences with
each other on a daily basis. They may exchange information about their
lessons and students, thereby revealing information about their functioning.
Through gossiping as well, they may confront each other with social
comparison information. Moreover, it can be assumed that teachers in the
Netherlands currently experience a heightened interest in social comparison
information. The recent reforms in secondary education (see above) seem
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to have evoked feelings of uncertainty about one’s functioning, a factor that
is known to increase the need for social comparison information (Festinger,
1954; Molleman, Pruyn, & Van Knippenberg, 1986). 
Social comparison
Definition of social comparison
Despite some controversies concerning the definition of social
comparison, most researchers seem to agree that social comparison refers
to “the process of thinking about information about one or more other
people in relation to the self” (pp. 520-521; Wood, 1996). In this definition,
the term “in relation to the self” signifies that one searches for or detects, if
only to the slightest extent, some similarity or difference between oneself
and a comparison other. This comparison target may be a real, specific
person, but many researchers also include stereotypes or imaginary others
within this rubric (e.g., Wood et al., 1985). Furthermore, social comparisons
do not necessarily have to change one’s self-evaluation (e.g., people
sometimes want to confirm or protect their self-image), although opinions
differ on this matter. In addition, the process of comparison is not
necessarily deliberate: People may be confronted with comparison
information that they would rather not encounter (e.g., Brickman &
Bulman, 1977). Social comparison processes are neither restricted to levels
of conscious awareness, that is, individuals may sometimes compare
themselves in a rather automatic, unconscious way (e.g., Gilbert, Giesler, &
Morris, 1995). An important definitional issue is whether we should
consider comparative ratings (i.e., ratings of oneself vis-à-vis others) as
social comparisons. When asked to indicate how well one is doing in
comparison with others, do people actually think of other individuals? A
study by Buunk (1998) suggests that individuals indeed retrieve social
comparison information to make comparative ratings.
Individuals may engage in social comparison for a number of distinct
motives. A first motive that has been proposed is self-evaluation:
Individuals would compare themselves with others in order to evaluate
themselves accurately (Festinger, 1954). A second motive for social
comparison is self-enhancement, which refers to the motive to feel good
about oneself (Thornton & Arrowood, 1966; Wills, 1981; Wood, 1989).
According to Wills’ downward comparison theory (1981), individuals
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under stress would enhance their subjective well-being by comparing
themselves with worse-off others. However, upward comparison too may
be a route to self-enhancement. As already noted by Wheeler (1996),
individuals with a strong desire for success tend to compare upward to
prove that they are nearly as good as a superior other. Although researchers
on social comparison often speak about the overall motive of self-
enhancement, it should be noted that this motive actually encompasses two
motives: the motive of self-enhancement, that is the motive to evaluate
oneself positively, and the motive of self-protection, that is the motive to
avoid a negative self-evaluation (e.g., Baumeister, 1993; Tice, 1993). The
distinction between self-enhancing and self-protective comparisons, and
the differential consequences of these comparisons for individuals suffering
from burnout, receives further attention in Chapter 6. Finally, a third motive
has been proposed for individuals to engage in social comparison: self-
improvement (Berger, 1977; Collins, 1996; Wood, 1989). Upward others
can serve as models for self-improvement and as sources of inspiration and
therefore, individuals under stress would prefer contact with and
information about more fortunate others (Taylor & Lobel, 1989). However,
when individuals under stress evaluate themselves, they would prefer to
compare themselves against less fortunate others. 
Perceptions of superiority
Individuals generally experience a sense of superiority vis-à-vis other
people: They believe, for instance, that they are brighter and more honest
than most other individuals (see for a review Hoorens, 1993). With regard
to personality traits, people consider themselves as brighter, more
responsible and more interesting than others. They also think that they are
less phony, less cruel, and less snobbish than others (Brown, 1986). Yet, one
may wonder whether individuals suffering from burnout are capable of
evaluating themselves in such a favorable way, given their low level of
mental health and reduced sense of personal accomplishment. Hence,
would individuals in a state of burnout manage to preserve a positive view
of themselves vis-à-vis other people, like healthy individuals do?
The propensity to see oneself as better than others may be functional for
one’s psychological well-being (Headey & Wearing, 1988). There are some
indications that the perception of being superior to others promotes the
capacity for creative, productive work, the ability to care for others, and
feelings of happiness or contentment (Taylor & Brown, 1988; 1994; cf.
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Block & Colvin, 1994; Colvin & Block, 1994). By improving intellectual
functioning and by increasing motivation, positive illusions seem to
enhance the capacity for creative and productive work. The ability to care
for others seems to be promoted directly or indirectly via creating a positive
mood. Perceptions of superiority are also linked to feelings of happiness. To
illustrate, a prominent characteristic of depressed individuals is that they
experience a reduced sense of superiority (see Buunk & Brenninkmeijer,
1999). In addition, although depressed individuals do not view themselves
as inferior to the average other, they do experience a sense of inferiority vis-
à-vis non-depressed individuals (Albright, Alloy, Barch, & Dykman, 1993).
In this dissertation, an important question is if and how the perception of
being superior to others is impaired among individuals experiencing
burnout. Assuming that a sense of superiority diminishes with reduced
well-being and that burnout is accompanied by a decline in well-being, it
can be reasoned that perceptions of superiority are reduced among
individuals in a state of burnout. Nevertheless, the clinical picture of
burnout suggests that burnt-out individuals do not feel as defeated as
depressed individuals. In Chapter 3, the hypothesis is tested that a reduced
perception of superiority is more characteristic for depression than for
burnout. Moreover, particularly when burnout is accompanied by a reduced
sense of superiority, depressive symptomatology is expected to occur. In
Chapter 3, superiority is measured by having people evaluate themselves on
a number of aspects, such as competence, in comparison with colleagues.
By examining differences in superiority in relation to burnout and
depression, this chapter may provide further knowledge concerning the
uniqueness of the two concepts. Moreover, the present study may be
valuable for researchers in the field of burnout by examining a potential
mechanism through which burnout might develop into a depression.
In Chapter 4, a distinction is made between positive and negative
superiority. Positive superiority refers to the perception of ‘being better
than others’, whereas negative superiority pertains to the perception of
‘being less bad than others’. The distinction between negative and positive
superiority is an important one, because negative superiority seems to be
more robust than positive superiority. Van Lange and Breukelaar (1992)
found that people primarily experienced negative superiority -- individuals
could cite more examples of negative behaviors for others than for
themselves -- and generally experienced little positive superiority. That is,
individuals were hardly able to generate more positive behaviors of
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themselves than of others. Van Lange and Breukelaar (1992) ascribed the
robustness of negative superiority to the high salience of negative behaviors
of others (e.g., Skowronski & Carlston, 1989). Due to the heightened
salience, the cognitive accessibility of these negative behaviors may be
relatively high. It is therefore likely that people are well able to generate
instances of other people’s negative behavior, even when their own
achievements have declined. Consequently, it is expected that individuals in
a state of burnout are better able to maintain a sense negative superiority
than a sense of positive superiority. In Chapter 4, indices of superiority are
computed on the basis of response latencies and on the quality of social
comparison information that individuals generated. 
Reactions to forced comparison
Although self-enhancement is a major motive for engaging in social
comparison, social comparison may often not have the desired, self-
enhancing effect. Unfavorable comparisons are sometimes imposed on
individuals by their environment, and these comparisons may induce
negative feelings, such as envy, frustration, anxiety, or despair. Brickman
and Bulman (1977) pointed this out in their paper with the revealing title
“Pleasure and Pain in Social Comparison”. Moreover, Buunk, Collins,
Taylor, VanYperen, and Dakof (1990) underlined in their article with the
(secondary) title “Either direction has its ups and downs”, that the effects of
social comparison are not intrinsically related to its direction.
Crucial to self-enhancement are identification (also called assimilation)
and contrast processes (e.g., Brewer & Weber, 1994, Buunk & Ybema,
1997; Collins, 1996). According to Buunk and Ybema’s Identification-
Contrast Model (1997), individuals would generally strive for upward
identification and downward contrast. Upward identification refers to a
focus on similarities with a better-off other and to the belief that one could
reach, or that one has reached, the other’s position. This would foster
positive feelings and a sense of self-worth. Indeed, in a study by Lockwood
and Kunda (1997), it was found that ‘superstars’ led to inspiration and self-
enhancement when their success was viewed as attainable. In addition to
upward identification, one may try to enhance oneself by contrasting
downward that is, by focusing on differences with a worse-off other and by
viewing the other’s position as avoidable. Nonetheless, in many situations
one cannot help but identify downward, rather than upward, and to contrast
upward, rather than downward. These responses are generally considered as
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unpleasant, with detrimental consequences for one’s self-evaluation and
emotional state. Wills (1991) too, described the potentially threatening
impact of unfortunate others when they represent a possible future for
oneself. It should be noted, however, that downward identification may
sometimes also have beneficial effects. Other people’s misfortune may
comfort individuals via a “shared stress” mechanism, that is, by reminding
them that other individuals have problems too (Gibbons & Gerrard, 1991). 
A central question in this thesis is to what extent burnout influences the
ability to benefit from forced social comparison (see Chapter 5). There is
increasing evidence that various aspects of mental health influence the
capacity to use social comparison information in a self-serving way. In a
literature review, Major, Testa and Bylsma (1991) conclude that individuals
low in perceived control tend to interpret social comparison information in
a more negative way compared with individuals high in perceived control.
Ybema and Buunk (1995) found in a study among disabled individuals that,
with decreasing levels of perceived control, individuals reported less
favorable feelings after confrontation with a better-off or worse-off other.
More precisely, those low in perceived control responded with less positive
affect to upward comparison and with more negative affect to downward
comparison. Similarly, individuals high in neuroticism seem to be
particularly prone to focus on negative features of social comparison
information (e.g., Van der Zee, Buunk, & Sanderman, 1998). Neurotic
individuals, compared to ‘healthy’ individuals, tended to derive less
positive affect from upward comparison and more negative affect from
downward comparison.
Because individuals in a state of burnout are characterized by a low level
of mental health as exemplified by a high level of stress (Schaufeli &
Buunk, 1996), a low level of perceived control (for a review, see Glass &
McKnight, 1996), and a high level of neuroticism (Deary, Blenkin, Agius,
Endler, Zealley, & Wood, 1996), it can be assumed that individuals in a
state of burnout are especially vulnerable to the possible detrimental effects
of these comparisons. More specifically, it is predicted that burnout affects
the capacity to derive positive affect from upward comparison and to avoid
negative affect from downward comparison. In addition, it is hypothesized
that the less favorable affective responses among those in a state of burnout
are the result of less self-serving identification-contrast processes. That is,
with increasing levels of burnout, individuals are expected to identify
themselves more with a downward target and less with an upward target,
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which in turn will lead to less favorable affective reactions. A recent study
by Buunk, Ybema, Gibbons, and Ipenburg (2001), in which individuals
were presented a bogus interview with either an upward or downward
comparison target, shows that individuals suffering from burnout indeed
identify and contrast themselves in a less self-serving way. Moreover, with
increasing levels of burnout, individuals responded with less positive affect
to confrontation with an upward target and with more negative affect to
confrontation with a downward target. However, as will be discussed later,
the individual tendency to compare oneself with others appeared to be an
important moderator upon these effects.
In Chapter 5, two different methodologies are employed to examine the
affective responses to confrontation with upward and downward
comparison information. Firstly, this issue is addressed using a
retrospective method: People are asked how they usually respond to
confrontation with well and poorly performing colleagues. Secondly, an
experimental approach is utilized: Individuals are presented with a scenario
about a well or poorly performing colleague, after which their affective
reactions are assessed, as well as identification-contrast processes. By
employing different methodologies, more insight can be obtained into the
detrimental or beneficial effects of social comparisons upon individuals’
well-being. 
Comparison with self-generated others
Social comparison may offer more opportunity to feel good about
oneself when one is free to choose or construe one’s comparison targets,
rather than when one is confronted with actual others. Comparing oneself
with self-generated others leaves more room for distortion, and, hence, for
a self-serving interpretation. It may be relatively easy to selectively focus
on specific individuals, or to construe certain individuals in such a way that
one can enhance oneself. Moreover, one may more easily concentrate on
dimensions, or construe vague or ambiguous comparison dimensions in
order to let a comparison turn out favorably. Especially comparison on
vague, ambiguous dimensions, such as ‘morality’, provides possibilities for
a favorable, self-serving interpretation (Dunning, Meyerowitz, & Holzberg,
1989; VanYperen, 1992).
A number of studies have pointed towards the beneficial consequences
of comparison with self-generated others. In a survey study among cancer
patients by Wood et al. (1985), it appeared that individuals engaged in
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comparison with self-construed worse-off others, possibly to avoid feelings
of victimization. Cancer patients reported that they sometimes compared
themselves with patients who had been abandoned by their spouse, despite
the fact that only a small proportion of such patients are actually left by
their spouse (Taylor, Wood, & Lichtman, 1983). Moreover, an experimental
study by Buunk, Oldersma, and De Dreu (2001) indicates that comparison
with self-generated others may have a positive impact on relationship
satisfaction. Participants were more satisfied with their relationship when
they had listed dimensions on which their relationship was better than the
relationship of most others, compared to a no-comparison condition, in
which they listed dimensions on which their relationship was good 
In Chapter 6, the question is addressed whether individuals in a state of
burnout can become more satisfied with their performance through
reflecting on their own qualities in comparison with self-generated others.
Raising the satisfaction of individuals in a state of burnout may not only be
a pleasant experience for them -- it is, of course, more enjoyable to feel
content rather than frustrated about one’s performance -- in the long term,
a sense of satisfaction might even contribute to a decrease in feelings of
burnout. When individuals in a state of burnout become more satisfied
about themselves, they might ease the pressure and might hence reduce
further exhaustion. In addition, it is examined to which extent positive
affect is fostered by comparison with self-generated others.
In Chapter 6, a distinction is made between self-enhancing and self-
protective comparisons with self-generated others (e.g., Baumeister, 1993;
Tice, 1993). Comparing oneself in a self-enhancing way means that one
strives for a positive view of oneself vis-à-vis others: One tries to obtain a
sense of superiority, of ‘doing well compared to others’. In contrast,
comparing oneself in a self-protective way denotes that one tries to avoid a
negative view of oneself vis-à-vis others: One tries to avoid a sense of
inferiority, of ‘doing poorly compared to others’. By distinguishing
between self-enhancement and self-protection, Chapter 6 draws further
upon the distinction made in Chapter 4 between positive superiority and
negative superiority. Positive superiority can be conceived of as a form of
self-enhancement, whereby one strives for a sense of superiority, while
negative superiority can be viewed as a form of self-protection, whereby
one avoids a sense of inferiority. 
Self-protection tends to be a particularly important motive for
individuals low in self-esteem (e.g., Tice, 1991, 1993), and one may
20 Chapter 1 
therefore assume that individuals in a state of burnout are primarily
concerned to protect their self-image, and hence, to avoid a sense of
inferiority toward others. Given their reduced sense of competency and low
self-esteem (e.g, Janssen, Schaufeli, & Houkes, 2000), these individuals
may fear that, sooner or later, they will be inferior to others. Moreover,
enhancing themselves or obtaining a sense of superiority may be ‘aiming
too high’ for these individuals, who may believe that they lack the
necessary ability or competence to defeat or win from other individuals. As
the need to protect themselves may override the desire to enhance
themselves, individuals suffering from burnout may be particularly relieved
to realize that they are not inferior to others. It is therefore proposed that
individuals in a state of burnout may derive more satisfaction with their
performance at work and more positive affect from concentrating on the
dimensions on which they are not doing poorly compared to others, rather
than on the dimensions on which they are doing well compared to others.
In a thought-generating task teachers are asked to indicate either in which
ways they are doing well (i.e, self-enhancement) or in which ways they are
not doing poorly (i.e., self-protection) in comparison with self-generated
other teachers. It is assessed to what extent this task evokes a sense of
satisfaction with one’s performance as a teacher as well as positive affect. 
Individual differences in social comparison orientation
Several researchers of social comparison (e.g., Brickman & Bulman,
1977; Hemphill & Lehman, 1991) have recognized that not all individuals
are equally inclined to engage in social comparison. That is, social
comparison information may be more important for some individuals than
for others. Indeed, research of Gibbons and Buunk (1999) indicates that
individuals differ in their need for social comparison. This dispositional
need, the so-called social comparison orientation (SCO), refers to the
tendency to evaluate one’s characteristics (i.e., abilities, opinions) by
comparing with others, and to relate other people’s circumstances to
oneself. It is related to feelings of uncertainty, neuroticism and
interpersonal orientation, and, more importantly, it influences affective
responses to social comparison information: As individuals are higher in
social comparison orientation, they report stronger affective reactions to
social comparison information. A recent study by Buunk, Ybema et al.
(2001) shows that only for individuals with a strong social comparison
orientation, confrontation with an upward target evokes less identification
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and confrontation with a downward target evokes more negative affect as
individuals experience stronger feelings of burnout. 
In Chapter 5, not only the impact of burnout, but also the role of
individual differences in social comparison orientation is explored with
respect to the affective consequences of forced comparison. It is expected
that the affective responses will be more pronounced among individuals
with a strong social comparison orientation. More precisely, it is predicted
that social comparison orientation will strengthen the impact of burnout on
the affective responses to upward and downward comparison. Furthermore,
it is examined at what point in the interpretation of comparison information
social comparison orientation plays a role. Is it by intensifying
identification-contrast processes or is by influencing the affective
consequences of these identification and contrast processes? In Chapter 6,
the impact of social comparison orientation on the reactions to comparison
with self-chosen or self-construed worse-off others also receives some
attention. It is again examined whether the effects of social comparison are
more pronounced among those with a strong dispositional need to compare
themselves.
Overview of the chapters
To summarize, the present dissertation focuses on social comparison
processes among individuals with varying degrees of burnout. By studying
burnout from a social comparison perspective, this dissertation aims to give
more insight in the development and persistence of burnout, and to provide
suggestion for the treatment of burnout. This dissertation centered around
the following major questions: Are individuals in a state of burnout still
capable, like healthy people, to preserve a positive view of themselves vis-
à-vis others? Can they be inspired by successful others in the same way as
healthy people? How do they respond to confrontation with unfortunate
others? And can they benefit from comparison with self-chosen or
imaginary others? The purposes of the next chapters in this dissertation are
briefly outlined below: 
• Chapter 2: This chapter deals with the question whether and when it is
appropriate to combine the burnout dimensions into one dichotomous or
continuous burnout score. Several ways are examined in which the
burnout dimensions can be combined into one score. 
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• Chapter 3: This chapter addresses the question if individuals in a state
of burnout are still capable to preserve a positive view of themselves
vis-à-vis others. It is examined to what extent burnout is accompanied
by a diminished sense of superiority. Special attention is hereby paid to
the question if burnout is distinct from depressive symptomatology in
the perception of being superior to others.
• Chapter 4: This chapter investigates to what extent positive superiority
(feeling better than others) and negative superiority (feeling less bad
than others) are reduced in the case of burnout. This distinction is
important, because negative superiority can be considered as more
robust than positive superiority.
• Chapter 5: This chapter focuses on the question whether individuals
suffering from burnout can be inspired by successful others and how
they respond to confrontation with unfortunate others. Particular
attention is paid to the mediating role of identification-contrast
processes and to the moderating role of individual differences in social
comparison orientation.
• Chapter 6: This chapter deals with the question whether individuals in a
state of burnout can benefit from comparison with self-chosen or
imaginary others. It is attempted to raise individuals’ satisfaction with
their functioning by letting them reflect in a self-protective way on their
qualities vis-à-vis self-chosen or self-construed others. Analogous to
Chapter 4, a distinction is made between ‘doing well compared to
others’ and ‘not doing poorly compared to others’.
• Chapter 7: The last chapter integrates and discusses the main findings of
the studies in this dissertation. Moreover, it addresses the contributions





About the advantages and disadvantages of 
a unidimensional approach in burnout research: 
When and how may we combine the burnout dimensions
into a single concept?1
Abstract -   This article deals with the question whether and when it may be appropriate
to treat burnout as a unidimensional variable, rather than reporting results separately for
each burnout dimension, and presents a decision rule to distinguish between people high
and low in burnout. Although the multidimensionality of the burnout concept is widely
acknowledged, for research purposes it is sometimes convenient to regard burnout as a
unidimensional construct. This approach has the advantage of simplifying results
considerably, especially when complex interaction effects are studied. Moreover,
researchers may sometimes be more interested in the overall concept of burnout, rather
than in the underlying dimensions. To develop a guideline for obtaining a dichotomous
measure of burnout, the scores on the Utrecht Burnout Scale (UBOS) of 44 well
functioning individuals were compared with the scores of 29 individuals diagnosed as
suffering from burnout. 
Burnout, a state of mental exhaustion resulting from chronic stress in the
working situation, is a ‘hot’ issue. In the mass media, in television
programs, magazines and newspapers, burnout currently receives a
considerable amount of attention. In scientific journals as well, the
literature on burnout is abundant: In March 2002, entering the term
‘burnout’ in psycINFO, the literature database of the American
Psychological Association, resulted in 2833 hits. 
Burnout is commonly regarded as a syndrome comprising three
dimensions (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; see Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter,
2000). The first, most central aspect is emotional exhaustion (Schaufeli,
Maslach, & Marek, 1993). One feels mentally drained and ‘worn out’ or
‘empty’. The second symptom, depersonalization, refers to a cynical,
negative attitude towards one’s work or towards the recipients of one’s
service. For instance, teachers may make cynical comments about their
pupils or physicians about their patients. Finally, the third symptom of
1 This chapter is based on: Brenninkmeijer, V., & VanYperen, N.W. (2001). About the
advantages and disadvantages of a unidimensional approach in burnout research:  When
and how may we combine the burnout dimensions into a single concept? Manuscript
submitted for publication.
burnout is reduced personal accomplishment, which denotes a reduced
sense of competency in comparison to one’s past functioning. The Maslach
Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1986) contains subscales for each
dimension of burnout and is the commonly used inventory to assess
burnout. To respect the multidimensional structure of the burnout
syndrome, researchers generally report results separately for each
dimension. 
Although it is on conceptual grounds preferable to treat burnout as a
multidimensional construct, for researchers in the field of burnout it is
sometimes more convenient to treat burnout as a unidimensional variable.
The purpose of this article is to offer guidelines about the presentation of
results for researchers in the field of burnout, in particular for those who are
employing the Maslach Burnout Inventory. It deals with the question
whether and when it may be appropriate to treat burnout as a
unidimensional construct, rather than reporting results separately for the
underlying dimensions. Moreover, attention is paid to the pros and cons of
conceptualizing burnout as a dichotomous versus a continuous variable.
Finally, we present an empirical study in which we developed a decision
rule for research purposes that distinguishes between people high and low
in burnout.
Multidimensionality vs. unidimensionality?
According to various researchers, the multidimensional structure of the
concept of burnout does not allow for combining the different components
into a unidimensional variable (Maslach, 1993; Schaufeli & Van
Dierendonck, 1994). A first objection to a unidimensional approach is that
the associations between the dimensions themselves and with other
variables are complex (Maslach, 1993; Koeske & Koeske, 1989).
Combining the dimensions would result in a considerable loss of
information. A second objection is that dimensions have been constructed
in such a way that they are maximally independent from one another
(Maslach & Jackson, 1986). A third objection, finally, is that the role of the
dimensions in the burnout process may possibly vary in the different phases
of the process of burning out (Golembiewski, Boudreau, Munzenrider, &
Luo, 1996; Leiter, 1993; Van Dierendonck, Schaufeli, & Buunk, 2001). On
the other hand, it has been argued that burnout is strongly dominated by
emotional exhaustion and that the additional weight of the other two
dimensions is restricted (e.g., Shirom, 1989). It is a common finding that
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variables such as job demands are more strongly associated with emotional
exhaustion than with the other two burnout dimensions (see Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998).
Although the multidimensionality of burnout is widely acknowledged,
there are theoretical and practical reasons to consider burnout as a single
construct. From a theoretical viewpoint, it is important to note that burnout
has been proposed as a specific work-related syndrome that consists of the
three burnout dimensions. Similarly as with other multidimensional
syndromes, the multifaceted nature of the burnout syndrome does not imply
that we should abandon the overall concept of burnout. In contrast,
conducting research and theorizing on the overall concept of burnout may
sometimes help us to advance our knowledge in a more thorough way than
research on the separate, underlying dimensions. In line with the foregoing,
it should be noted that a unidimensional approach is not uncommon in
research on related multidimensional concepts in psychology. For example,
depression researchers often focus on differences among depressed versus
non-depressed individuals, whereby they ignore effects of the sub
dimensions of depression, such as depressed affect or the absence of
positive affect (see Ahrens & Alloy, 1997). Moreover, with respect to the
CES-D Scale, a scale designed to measure depressive symptomatology in
the general population, it is warned against undue emphasis on the sub
dimensions because of the high internal consistency of the total scale
(Radloff, 1977).
As for the practical reasons, a unidimensional approach would have the
advantage of simplifying results considerably. Reporting findings for the
variable ‘burnout’, rather than separately for the underlying dimensions,
may give readers a better understanding of the outcomes, especially when
complex effects are studied. For instance, when researchers examine three-
way interactions between burnout and two other factors (e.g., burnout ×
communal orientation × gender) on three dependent variables (e.g.,
intention to quit, physical health, perceptions of equity), results sections
may be more easily understood when the burnout dimensions are
combined. In this way, readers interested in the overall concept of burnout
need less effort to integrate the findings of the separate dimensions. To
illustrate, what should they conclude when a significant effect is found for
emotional exhaustion, but a marginally significant effect for
depersonalization, and a non-significant effect for reduced personal
accomplishment? By combining the burnout dimensions, overall effects of
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Main interest?
Interest in specific burnout dimensions    Interest in overall burnout concept
Complexity design?   
Preference for dichotomous or 
continuous conceptualization?
Simple design Complex design Continuous Dichotomous
Statistical assumptions ANOVA violated?
(concerning variance or group size)
Yes                                No 
Report results separately for each 
burnout dimension   
Treat burnout as a
dichotomous variable
Treat burnout as a 
continuous variable
Figure 1. Decision tree for choosing between a three-dimensional, continuous, or dichotomous conceptualization of burnout.
burnout become more visible. And of course, one may decide to conduct
additional analyses, preferably presented in a footnote when results sections
are very complicated, to provide detailed information about the underlying
dimensions for the interested reader.
Whether the advantages of a unidimensional outweigh the
disadvantages, may be determined by the researcher’s focal interest and,
somewhat relatedly, by the complexity of the research design. In Figure 1,
a decision tree is depicted for choosing between a three-dimensional,
continuous or dichotomous conceptualization of burnout. As shown in this
decision tree, researchers who are primarily interested in the underlying
burnout dimensions may report results for each dimension separately. This
would apply, for example, to researchers focusing on interactions between
the different components of burnout, such as in the study of phase models
of burnout (e.g., Golembiewski et al., 1996), or to those who are interested
in the differential effects of the burnout dimensions on other variables (see
Lee & Ashforth, 1996). For instance, researchers may want to know which
dimension is most predictive of turnover. They may also want to examine
whether the antecedents of burnout, such as personality characteristics,
work-related attitudes, and work and organizational characteristics, are
differentially related to the three burnout dimensions. Finally, researchers
evaluating interventions to reduce burnout may wish to know precisely
which burnout dimensions have (and have not) improved as a result of the
intervention (e.g., Cooley & Yovanoff, 1996).
Researchers interested in the overall concept of burnout, rather than in
the underlying dimensions, may decide to combine the burnout dimensions
into a single score. This may be useful, for example, for researchers who
wish to estimate the prevalence of burnout in a sample (e.g., Schaufeli &
Enzmann, 1998). In addition, researchers may sometimes want to examine
differences between ‘healthy’ individuals and individuals in a state of
burnout. In particular, this may apply to researchers working with
complicated research designs. For reasons of parsimony, a complex design
(e.g., a design with three interacting factors and several dependent
variables) may urge researchers to focus on the overall concept of burnout
and to pay less attention to the underlying dimensions.
All in all, the specific research question, as well as the complexity of the
research question, may be taken into consideration when choosing between
a multi- or unidimensional approach. A unidimensional approach implies a
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substantial loss of information, though it may increase the clarity of the
presented results. 
Dichotomous vs. continuous conceptualization?
Once opted for a unidimensional approach, it is important to decide
between a dichotomous or continuous conceptualization of burnout (see
Figure 1). Although this issue is applicable to almost any psychological
variable, including the separate burnout dimensions, and although it is
widely covered in the methodological literature, we believe that it may be
useful to discuss it briefly with respect to the measurement of burnout. For
computing burnout percentages, it is obvious that burnout should be treated
as a dichotomous variable. However, for studying effects of burnout, or
differences between individuals low and high in burnout, the answer is
more complicated. Clearly, the researcher’s ideas about the distribution of
burnout, in general or in a specific sample, come into play: Is burnout found
in different gradations, or is it rather a matter of ‘all or nothing’? Moreover,
methodological issues may influence the choice for a dichotomous or a
continuous variable. Opting for burnout as a dichotomous independent
variable permits the use of t-tests, ANOVAs or MANOVAs (i.e., univariate
or multivariate analyses of variance). Nevertheless, it is sometimes difficult
to meet the criteria for these statistical analyses. An important precondition
is homogeneity of variance: In particular, the largest variance should not be
associated with the smallest group (see Stevens, 1992). Moreover, small
group sizes generally reduce the power of these tests. In burnout research,
it is often the case that the group with burnout is small and that the variance
in this group is large. In this situation, it may be wiser to conduct regression
analyses with burnout as a continuous variable. Although regression
analysis also assumes constant variance, the use of continuous variables
eliminates the problem of small group size. Nonetheless, it should be noted
that heterogeneity of variance can itself be the subject of investigation (see
Tacq, 1997). For example, it may be informative to know that individuals
suffering from burnout vary largely in their emotional reaction to certain
threats.
How to combine the burnout dimensions into a dichotomous score?
There are several ways to combine the burnout dimensions into a
unidimensional score. According to Golembiewski et al. (1996), the three
components of burnout can be combined into eight phases, or eight
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gradations. Individuals would be in the severest state of burnout when they
score on all three dimensions above a ‘universal norm’. This universal norm
is the median in a norm group consisting of employees from a large federal
agency. However, Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) view the criteria used by
Golembiewski et al. as quite liberal and arbitrary, and plead for the
development of clinically validated, local criteria.
We conducted a study to provide a decision rule for computing a
dichotomous burnout score by comparing of group of ‘healthy individuals’
with a group of individuals who were clinically diagnosed as burnt-out (see
Brenninkmeijer & VanYperen, 1999). The purpose of this study was to
yield a decision rule with large distinguishing power for individuals in a
non-clinical context. This decision rule would not be meant as a tool for
individual diagnostics, but as an instrument for research purposes, that is,
for conclusions about non-clinical samples. Therefore, we investigated how
the scores on the three dimensions of the Utrecht Burnout Scale (UBOS;
Schaufeli, 1995) could be validly combined into a qualification ‘high’ or
‘low’ in burnout, whereby we primarily aimed to keep the chance of a Type-
1 error (i.e., a false positive: someone low in burnout is falsely qualified as
high in burnout) around the conventional level of 5%. The qualification
‘high in burnout’ signifies that individuals are in a state of burnout or are at
a very high risk of getting into a state of burnout. Thus, these individuals
would qualify for a therapeutic treatment to combat or prevent burnout. 
We not only examined the predictive power of the UBOS dimensions by
means of logistic regression, we also looked for a practically useful
categorization based on the norm scores of the UBOS (Schaufeli, 1995), a
categorization that has the advantage of being independent of the current
sample. Because emotional exhaustion is considered to be the core
symptom of burnout, we examined only categorizations in which high
emotional exhaustion was a precondition for the qualification burnout. The
decisive weight of the two remaining symptoms was varied. 
Method
Procedure and participants
The data of the study originate from a study by Wagenvoort, VanYperen,
Hoogduin, and Schaap (1998). In the study by Wagenvoort et al., 29
participants (25 men and 4 women) suffering from burnout were selected
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via an institute for work-related problems and psychotherapy. The mean age
in this group was 45 years (SD = 6.46). Among clients who were treated for
burnout (see below for the criteria of burnout), the therapist controlled with
a checklist to what extent the clinical picture corresponded to the criteria of
the diagnosis neurasthenia. Only clients who met the diagnostic criteria
were requested by their therapist to fill in a questionnaire and to return the
filled-in questionnaire. 
The control group consisted of 44 individuals (26 men and 18 women)
who were not treated for burnout and who were working in various
professions. The average age in this group was 43 years (SD = 9.89).
Individuals were asked if they wanted to participate in a study about the
relationship between personality characteristics and the way people cope
with problems. The questionnaire could be filled in at home and could
subsequently be returned. The response percentage in this group was 95%. 
In the study by Wagenvoort et al. (1998), the clinical group appeared to
diverge from the non-clinical group in several respects. For instance, the
clinical group scored higher on exhaustion and distance, and lower on
competence. In addition, individuals in the clinical group were lower in
self-esteem, tended to somatize more, and were more neurotic. Moreover,
individuals in this group were shy and little extravert in comparison to the
non-clinical group.
We used logistic regression to examine how well the UBOS dimensions
predicted burnout. In addition, we investigated three possible
categorizations that were based on the UBOS norm scores. In these
categorizations, individuals were classified as high in burnout when they
were characterized by:
• High exhaustion;
• High exhaustion, accompanied by high distance or low competence;
• High exhaustion, accompanied by high distance and low competence.
‘High’ means ‘scoring in the 75th percentile or higher’, whereas ‘low’
refers to ‘scoring in the 25th percentile or lower’ (Schaufeli, 1995).
Measures
Burnout diagnosis. The diagnosis burnout was made when the patient
met the criteria for the diagnosis of neurasthenia following the ICD-10
classification (International Classification of Diseases of the World Health
Organization, WHO 1992) and when the clinical picture resulted from a
long-lasting process of relative overload. The diagnostic criteria of
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neurasthenia following the ICD-10 are as follows: persistent and distressing
complaints of either increased fatigue after mental effort, or bodily
weakness and exhaustion after minimal effort. Furthermore, one
experiences at least two of the following complaints: muscular aches and
pains, dizziness, tension headaches, sleeping disturbance, inability to relax,
irritability, dyspepsia (stomach and intestinal complaints). Moreover, the
clinical picture may not correspond to a more specific ICD-10 disorder
(e.g., an anxiety or depressive disorder). When the complaints were work
related and when professional qualities had declined, this was interpreted as
additional support for the diagnosis of burnout (Hoogduin, Schaap, &
Methorst, 1996).
Burnout questionnaire. Burnout was assessed with the Utrecht Burnout
Scale, which consists of 16 items (UBOS; Schaufeli, 1995). This scale has
been developed to measure burnout also outside the human services and
consists of the following three subscales: Exhaustion (U-scale), Distance
(D-scale), and Competence (C-scale). The three-factor structure fits
reasonably well to empirical findings. The internal consistency is good and
the stability is reasonably good. Items could be responded on a 7-point scale
varying from 0 (‘never’) to 6 (‘always, daily’).
Results
To determine the predictive value of the UBOS dimensions, we
performed logistic regression analyses with burnout (coded as 0 for
‘burnout’ and 1 for ‘no burnout’) as dependent variable. The model,
consisting of the three UBOS dimensions, had more predictive power for
burnout compared to the constant (Model X2(3) = 65.26, p < .001) and
yielded a burnout percentage of 9.1% in the non-clinical group and 86.2%
in the clinical group. Hence, the chance of a Type-1 error was 9.1%.
However, only exhaustion appeared to be a significant predictor (B = -2.10,
SD = .54, p < .001); Distance (B = .07, SD = .51, ns) and competence (B =
.51, SD =.55, ns) were no significant predictors, which may be attributed to
the high intercorrelations between the three dimensions (rEE-D = .67, rEE-C
= -.46, rC-D = -.34, ps < .01). To determine the optimal critical score for
exhaustion, we performed a logistic regression with only exhaustion as a
predictor. This analysis resulted in the same burnout percentages as the first
analysis (see Table 1). This analysis yielded also the following formula:
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burnout = 6.16 - 2.12 × exhaustion. Filling in the critical value of burnout
(0.5), resulted in a critical score of 2.67 for exhaustion; following this
categorization, persons with a score similar or higher than 2.67 were
categorized as burnt-out.
Table 1. Definition of burnout and resulting burnout percentage. 
burnout %
Definition of burnout control group clinical group
EE ≥ 2.67 9.1 86.2
EE high 15.9 91.3
EE high, and D high or C low 6.8 69.0
EE high, D high and C low 0.0 41.4
Note. (EE = emotional exhaustion, D = distance, C = competence).
In addition to the logistic regression analyses, the accuracy of three
categorizations based on the UBOS norm scores were examined (Schaufeli,
1995). The categorization in which high exhaustion, and high distance or
low competence were conditions for burnout (‘Exhaustion + 1’) seemed to
be the most effective categorization to distinguish between individuals high
and low in burnout: This resulted in a fairly small chance (6.8%) of an
inaccurate qualification of burnout (i.e., a false positive), although the
burnout percentage in the clinical group (69.0%) was somewhat
conservative (see Table 1). When high exhaustion, high distance, and low
competence were all three conditions for burnout, this reduced the chance
of a false-positive to zero, but the burnout percentage in the clinical group
was very low (41.4%). A categorization in which only high exhaustion was
a condition for the qualification burnout yielded a burnout percentage of
15.9% in the control group and 93.1% in the clinical group. 
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Discussion
In research on burnout, results are often presented for each dimension
separately. This approach respects the multidimensionality of the concept of
burnout and is the appropriate procedure for researchers interested in the
underlying dimensions of burnout. However, when one is primarily
interested in differences between individuals high and low in burnout, it
seems more convenient to combine the dimensions. This improves the
understandability and clarifies the results, especially when complex
interaction effects are studied. Moreover, from a theoretical viewpoint,
it is important to note that researchers have proposed burnout as a
specific syndrome, thereby underlining the importance of an overall
conceptualization of burnout. In Figure 1, a decision tree is depicted for
choosing between a three-dimensional, continuous or dichotomous
conceptualization of burnout.
We conducted an empirical study to develop a decision rule for research
purposes that distinguishes between people high and low in burnout. This
criterion would be useful for computing burnout percentages in samples
and for investigating differences between individuals low and high in
burnout. We found that a categorization in which both high exhaustion and
high distance or low competence were conditions for burnout (‘Exhaustion
+ 1’), resulted in a fairly small chance (6.8%) of an inaccurate qualification
of burnout (i.e., a false positive). The chance of an accurate qualification of
burnout with this decision rule was 69.0% (see Table 1). The advantage of
this categorization is that it is based on existing norm scores that are
independent of the current sample. However, logistic regression revealed
that an alternative categorization, in which we applied a critical value of
2.67 on emotional exhaustion, was on average most accurate. Although this
decision rule resulted in a larger Type-1 error (9.1%), the chance of an
accurate diagnosis of burnout was considerably larger (86.2%). The
drawback of this decision rule is that it is based only on a small sample.
Recently, the ‘Exhaustion + 1’ rule is referred to in the manual of the
Utrecht Burnout Scale (Schaufeli & Van Dierendonck, 2000). In addition,
in a study by Brenninkmeijer, VanYperen, and Buunk (2001b), the
‘Exhaustion + 1’ criterion has been successfully applied to examine
differences between individuals low and high in burnout. The purpose of
that study was to examine whether teachers high and low in burnout differ
in the perception of being superior to others. Participants were asked to
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generate information about inferior and superior others. Perceived
superiority was assessed by response latencies and the quality of the
information generated. As expected, among those high in burnout
(following the ‘Exhaustion + 1’ criterion), positive superiority (i.e., feeling
better than others) was reduced, whereas the perception of negative
superiority (i.e., feeling less bad than others) was intact. Thus, the
‘Exhaustion + 1’ rule seems to be an effective categorization for mapping
differences between individuals high and low in burnout.
It should be noted that the results in this study were obtained with a
preliminary version of the UBOS. In 2000 a final version of the UBOS was
published, with  slightly different items and revised norm scores (Schaufeli
& Van Dierendonck, 2000). Future research would be necessary to examine
the accuracy of the developed criterion for researchers using the revised
version of the UBOS. Nevertheless, the current criterion is formulated in
terms of ‘high’ scores (75th percentile or higher) on emotional exhaustion
and distance and ‘low’ scores (25th percentile or lower) on competence, and
may therefore be useful for other burnout inventories as well, including the
new version of the UBOS. 
When the group with burnout is too small or too heterogeneous for
reliable analyses, which may often be the case, it seems better to employ a
continuous burnout scale. Little is known, however, about the way in which
the dimensions can be most accurately combined into a continuous score.
Our empirical study (Brenninkmeijer & VanYperen, 1999) would suggest
that one might use emotional exhaustion as a sole, continuous predictor,
because this was the only dimension that reached significance in the logistic
regression analysis. We feel, however, that abandoning the other two
burnout dimensions may be a somewhat drastic conclusion from our study,
all the more because our sample was not very large. Moreover, a few
studies have presented their results with a combined, continuous measure
of burnout with high internal consistency. In a study by Buunk, Ybema,
Gibbons and Ipenburg (2001), all items of the Maslach Burnout Inventory
were summed up, which resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha of .87. In two other
studies as well, this procedure resulted in a highly consistent burnout scale
(Brenninkmeijer, VanYperen, & Buunk, 2000; Cronbach’s αs > .80).
Hopefully, future research will teach us about the preferable procedure for
creating a single, continuous burnout variable.
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CHAPTER 3
Burnout and depression are not identical twins: 
is decline of superiority a distinguishing feature?2
Abstract -  There has been considerable debate about the difference between burnout and
depression. To shed more light on this issue, we explored whether depressive
symptomatology and the components of burnout are differentially related to feelings of
superiority. Based on the clinical picture of depression, which seems to reflect a general
sense of defeat, it was expected that especially individuals high in burnout and low in
superiority would experience depressive symptoms. Results confirmed our expectation.
Furthermore, depression was significantly related to superiority, whereas no link was
observed between the core symptom of burnout (i.e., emotional exhaustion) and
superiority. It is concluded that depression and burnout are closely related, but that they
are certainly not identical twins.
Since the early introduction of the term ‘burnout’ by Freudenberger
(1974), the uniqueness of the concept of burnout has been discussed. At
first, when the majority of the burnout literature was still non-empirical,
numerous definitions of burnout circulated and research on burnout was
considered as ‘pop psychology’. The prevailing view was that burnout did
not add much to the existing concepts related to stress and job
dissatisfaction (see Glass & McKnight, 1996). Over years however, the
concept of burnout became less ‘fuzzy’ and burnout research has expanded
enormously (Maslach & Schaufeli, 1993).  
Although nowadays the concept of burnout is more clearly defined than
before, confusion still exists about, among other things, the difference
between burnout and depression. Indeed, depression and burnout share
some important characteristics. Depression is characterized by the
following symptoms: depressed mood, an inability to derive pleasure from
things, weight loss or weight gain, insomnia or hypersomnia,
psychomotoric agitation or retardation, fatigue or loss of energy, feelings of
insufficiency or guilt, indecisiveness or inability to concentrate, and
thoughts about death and suicide (DSM-IV; American Psychiatric
Association, 1994). The symptoms of burnout are: mental and emotional
2 This chapter has appeared as: Brenninkmeijer, V., VanYperen, N.W., & Buunk, B.P.
(2001). Burnout and depression are not identical twins: Is superiority a distinguishing
feature? Personality and Individual Differences, 30, 873-880.
exhaustion (which refers to feelings of being ‘empty’ or ‘worn out’),
depersonalization (which indicates a negative, cynical attitude toward one’s
work or the recipients of one's care) and reduced personal accomplishment
(which refers to a negative evaluation of one’s achievements at work)
(Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Of these characteristics, dysphoric symptoms,
like fatigue, emotional exhaustion and feelings of depression, are regarded
as the most characteristic symptoms of burnout (Maslach & Schaufeli,
1993). 
Notwithstanding the similarities between depression and burnout, the
two concepts differ in several respects. Compared with depressed
individuals, individuals high in burnout: (1) make a more vital impression
and are more able to enjoy things (although they often lack the energy for
it); (2) rarely lose weight, show psychomotoric inhibition, or report
thoughts about suicide; (3) have more realistic feeling of guilt, if they feel
guilty; (4) tend to attribute their indecisiveness and inactivity to their
fatigue rather than to their illness (as depressed individuals tend to do); (5)
often have difficulty falling asleep, whereas in the case of depression one
tends to wake up too early (Hoogduin, Schaap & Methorst, 1996). 
More empirical evidence concerning the distinctiveness of burnout and
depression comes from a literature review by Glass and McKnight (1996).
They reviewed 18 studies that empirically investigated the relationship
between burnout and depression. The total number of the participants in
these studies exceeded 4800. In most of the studies burnout was measured
with the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981), while
various depression measures were used. The conclusion of the review was
that depression and burnout are not identical, although symptoms of
depression and burnout, notably the emotional exhaustion component, are
positively related. In a similar vein, a factor-analytic study by Leiter and
Durup (1994) suggests that burnout and depression are indeed separate
factors.
A prominent characteristic of depressed individuals is that they
experience less feelings of superiority as compared with non-depressed
individuals (see Buunk & Brenninkmeijer, 1999). Depressed people think
less highly of themselves on dimensions reflecting attractiveness and rank
as compared with people who are not depressed (Allan & Gilbert, 1995).
Moreover, unlike non-depressed individuals, they do not seem to enhance
themselves by derogating other people. Non-depressed individuals tend to
38 Chapter 3
recall more negative information about other people (Kuiper &
MacDonald, 1982). 
Indeed, individuals generally experience a sense of superiority toward
others (for a review see Hoorens, 1993), which is accompanied by various
aspects of well-being, such as feelings of happiness or contentment (see for
a review: Taylor & Brown, 1988). Buunk and Ybema (1997) describe the
evolutionary basis of feelings of superiority. They assume that people
contend for status and prestige in a group. Feelings of superiority are in
their view “the translation of the physical struggle among primates for
social dominance in a group” (p. 368). In other words, feelings of
superiority are a symbolic tool to ascribe status to oneself.
The theory of Involuntary Subordinate Strategies (ISS; Price, Sloman,
Gardner, Gilbert, & Rohde, 1994) offers an evolutionary explanation for the
relatively low feeling of superiority among depressed individuals (Buunk &
Brenninkmeijer, 1999). According to this theory, depression arises when
people face a state of subordination that is unacceptable for them and from
which they cannot escape (Allan & Gilbert, 1997). Depression prevents
individuals from trying to make a ‘come-back’ by repressing aggressive
behavior to higher ranking others and by putting individuals into a state of
‘giving up’. As such, depression may be characterized by a self-image in
which one is not capable of competing with rivals and higher ranked others. 
Although depressed individuals experience less superiority as compared
with non-depressed individuals, they do not necessarily feel inferior to
others. For instance, in an experiment by Alloy and Ahrens (1987),
depressed individuals appeared to believe that they had the same chance of
success and failure as others, whereas non-depressed individuals thought
they had a higher chance of success and a lower chance of failure than
others. In a similar vein, a study by Tabachnik, Crocker and Alloy (1983)
showed that depressed students see the average college student as roughly
similar to themselves on depression-relevant characteristics (such as "I am
a boring person"), non-depression relevant characteristics (such as "I am
motivated”) and depression-irrelevant items (such as “I am honest”).
However, as individuals were more severely depressed, they depreciated
themselves more. Thus, in general depressed individuals tend to feel less
superior than non-depressed individuals, but severely-depressed
individuals seem to experience inferiority toward others. 
In the current study, the hypothesis is tested that a major difference
between burnout and depression is the reduction of superiority. First, it is
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expected that a lack of superiority will be more characteristic of depressive
symptomatology than of burnout. Second, it is hypothesized that especially
individuals high in burnout and low in superiority will report high levels of
depressive symptomatology. Phrased differently, it is expected that
particularly when burnout is accompanied by reduced superiority,
depressive symptomatology will occur. Little is known about feelings of
superiority among individuals who are burnt-out, but the clinical picture
seems to indicate that burnt-out individuals do not feel as defeated as
depressed individuals. Individuals in a state of burnout make a more vital
impression than depressed individuals and unlike depressed individuals,
they have not lost the ability to enjoy things. In addition, only rarely do they
have thoughts about suicide and death. It may well be that they develop a
depression only when they have lost their sense of superiority. By focusing
on differences in superiority among burnt-out and depressed individuals,




Participants were 190 teachers in secondary education in the
Netherlands. In this profession, burnout is a widespread phenomenon
(Schaufeli, Daamen, & Van Mierlo, 1994). The mean age of the participants
was 44 years (SD = 9.2) and 60% was male. The average experience as a
teacher was 18 years (SD = 9.6). Participants were given a questionnaire
that they could fill out at home. They were told that the questionnaire
concerned their self-image and how they experienced their job. 
Measures 
Burnout. Burnout was measured with a Dutch version of the Maslach
Burnout Inventory for teachers (MBI-NL-Le, Schaufeli & van Horn, 1995),
which consists of three subscales: Emotional Exhaustion,
Depersonalization and Reduced Personal Accomplishment (cf. Maslach &
Jackson, 1981). Burnout, as measured with the MBI, can be discriminated
from more general physical and psychological symptoms (Schaufeli,
Daamen, & Van Mierlo, 1994). The internal consistency of the subscales for
exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment was
.91, .61 and .84, respectively. The relatively low internal consistency of
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depersonalization was in line with several other studies (e.g., Van Horn,
Schaufeli, & Enzmann, 1999; VanYperen, 1996). To get an indication of the
burnout percentage of individuals with serious burnout symptoms who
need clinical help, we used a criterion developed by Brenninkmeijer and
VanYperen (1999). They investigated how burnout could be most
accurately assessed in a non-clinical sample by comparing the scores on the
three burnout subscales of 44 well functioning persons with the scores of 29
persons diagnosed as burnt-out by clinicians. The results showed that the
‘Exhaustion + 1’ criterion resulted in a low chance (6.8%) of falsely
labeling a person in the non-clinical sample as burnt-out. According to this
criterion, individuals should be considered as burnt-out when they not only
score high (75th percentile or higher) on emotional exhaustion, but also
high (75th percentile or higher) on either depersonalization or reduced
personal accomplishment. In the current sample, in which participants were
compared to a Dutch norm group of 916 teachers in secondary education
(Schaufeli & van Horn, 1995), this criterion resulted in a burnout
percentage of 15.2%. 
Depressive symptomatology. Depressive symptomatology was measured
with the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D,
Radloff, 1977). This scale has been developed to measure depressive
symptoms in general populations. The scale consists of 20 items, like “I
enjoyed life” and “I had crying spells”. The internal consistency of the
CES-D is good (Cronbach’s α = .91). 
Superiority. General superiority was assessed with the Social
Comparison Scale developed by Allan and Gilbert (1995). This scale uses
a semantic differential approach to measure superiority, i.e., how
individuals see themselves in comparison to others. In order to measure
superiority toward other teachers, we asked participants to compare
themselves to other teachers, thereby altering the instructions to the scale.
The scale contained 11 items concerning rank (e.g., inferior-superior),
attractiveness (e.g., undesirable-desirable) and feeling different and an
outsider (e.g., left out-accepted). Answers could be given on a 10-point
scale, ranging from 1 to 10. Cronbach’s alpha, representing the internal
consistency of the scale, was .64. To improve the internal consistency, we
removed item 6 (untalented-talented) from the superiority scale, which
resulted in a rise of Cronbach’s alpha to .82. To facilitate the interpretation
of our results, we used the mean score on the items of the Social
Comparison Scale as an indication of general superiority.
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Results
To determine whether demographic variables influenced feelings of
superiority, correlation coefficients were computed between superiority and
age, education, number of working hours, school type and number of pupils
in a school. None of these variables was significantly related to superiority
(rs varied from -.04 to .10, ns). However, a t-test with gender as an
independent variable showed that women reported more superiority than
men (t(183) = 2.04, p < .05, Mwomen = 6.93 vs. Mmen = 6.61).
Table 1 lists the correlations, along with the means and standard
deviations, of depressive symptomatology, the burnout dimensions and
superiority. Depressive symptomatology, depersonalization and reduced
personal accomplishment appeared to be correlated significantly with
superiority3. Superiority was lower as depression, depersonalization and
reduced personal accomplishment were higher. However, the most
important aspect of burnout, emotional exhaustion, did not significantly
correlate with superiority. Moreover, depressive symptomatology
correlated more strongly with superiority than emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization (z = 3.51, p < .001 and z = 1.67, p < .05, respectively).
The correlation of superiority with depressive symptomatology was not
significantly stronger than the correlation with reduced personal
accomplishment (z = 0.87, ns). Nevertheless, as expected, a reduced sense
of superiority was in general more characteristic of depressive
symptomatology than of burnout.
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3 A question that may arise, is whether the association between depressive
symptomatology and superiority can be attributed to the CES-D items that reflect
feelings of inferiority. When we repeated our analyses without items that seem to
represent ‘being a failure’ (items 4 & 9) or ‘being disliked’ (items 15 & 19), the result
was more or less identical (r = -.31, p < .001). Thus, the association between depressive
symptomatology and superiority cannot be exclusively ascribed to the influence of items
reflecting inferiority. 
As feelings of superiority might be more strongly clearly related to rank and
attractiveness, than to fit, one may wonder to what extent the social comparison scale
items pertaining to fit have influenced our results. To examine this question, we repeated
the analyses with items 4 (Left out-accepted), 5 (Different-same) and 11 (Outsider-
insider) removed from the scale (see Allan & Gilbert, 1995). Associations between this
modified measure for superiority and emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, reduced
personal accomplishment and depressive symptomatology were analogous to our
original results (r = -.08, ns, r = -.21, p < .01, r = -.26, p < .001, r = -.28, p < .001,
respectively).
Table 1. Correlations, means, and standard deviations of emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, reduced personal accomplishment,
depressive symptomatology and superiority.
DP RPA DEP SUP M SD
Emotional exhaustion (EU) .56** .33** .68** -.09 14.54 9.31
Depersonalization (DP) .40 .61** -.23* 5.63 3.91
Reduced personal accomplishment (RPA) .44** -.29** 13.98 6.32
Depressive symptomatology (DEP) -.34** 7.49 7.76
Superiority (SUP) 6.74 1.04
* p < .01; ** p < .001
Next, to examine whether especially individuals high in burnout and low
in superiority would report high levels of depressive symptomatology, this
last variable was regressed on the three burnout dimensions and superiority.
To avoid problems of collinearity, we performed separate regression
analyses for each dimension of burnout. In the first step, we entered the
main effects of one burnout dimension and superiority and in the second
step the interaction between these two variables was entered. Superiority (B
= .28, p < .001) and emotional exhaustion (B = .66, p < .001) explained a
significant proportion of the variance in depression (R2 = .55, F(2,183) =
111.50, p < .001). Depression was higher as superiority was lower and
emotional exhaustion was higher. Entering the interaction between
superiority and emotional exhaustion resulted in a significant increase in
explained variance (B = -.18, R2 change = .04, p < .001). 
Additional regression analyses (Aiken & West, 1991) revealed that only
among individuals high in emotional exhaustion (1 SD above the mean) did
superiority have a significant negative association with depression (B = -
.44, p < .001). As shown in Figure 1, depressive symptomatology was
strongest when high emotional exhaustion was accompanied by low
superiority. The interaction of superiority with depersonalization and
reduced personal accomplishment showed identical patterns as the
interaction with emotional exhaustion (B = -.20 and -.25, respectively, ps <
.001). Again, only among individuals high in depersonalization or reduced
personal accomplishment did superiority have a significant negative
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relationship with depression (B = -.41 and -.48, respectively, ps < .001). It
can be concluded that, in line with our hypothesis, depressive
symptomatology was highest among individuals high in burnout who
experienced a decline in superiority. 
Figure 1. Depressive symptomatology as a function of emotional
exhaustion and superiority.
Discussion
In general, the results of the current study were in line with the
expectations. It appeared that especially individuals who experienced both
strong feelings of burnout and reduced superiority reported high levels of
depressive symptomatology. Furthermore, depressive symptoms and the
three components of burnout appeared to be differentially related to
feelings of superiority. Depression was more strongly related to superiority
than emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. In fact, emotional
exhaustion, which constitutes the core symptom of burnout, did not have a





















This study indicates that a reduced sense of superiority and a perceived
loss of status are more characteristic for depressed individuals than for
individuals who are burnt-out. It seems that burnt-out individuals are still
‘in the battle’ for obtaining status and consider themselves as potential
winners, while depressed individuals have given up. Apparently, only when
burnt-out individuals come to perceive that they have been defeated, they
experience a loss of superiority and seem to develop a depression as a
consequence. This process seems to be in line with Hallsten (1993), who
considers burning out as one of the roads that lead to depression. It may
well be that individuals with strong feelings of emotional exhaustion and an
intact sense of superiority believe that they can cope with stress and that
they can escape from it. In contrast, burnt-out individuals with a reduced
sense of superiority may believe that they cannot get away from it and may
feel ‘trapped’ by a stressor. This would be an interesting question to address
in future research. 
As emotional exhaustion is generally a central element of clinical
depression, this study suggests that also among depressed individuals,
emotional exhaustion and feelings of superiority may influence depressive
symptoms in an interactive way. It is worth examining whether also in
depressed populations, depressive symptomatology is highest among
individuals who experience strong emotional exhaustion plus a reduced
sense of superiority. Moreover, it should be examined whether superiority
toward others in general is differently related to burnout. In the current
study, only superiority toward individuals with the same profession has
been investigated. Possibly, superiority toward others in general is
differently related to burnout. For instance, teachers high in burnout may
feel that they occupy a low-status job and they may therefore experience a
sense of inferiority toward others in general. 
In sum, the current study suggests that depression and burnout are not
the same thing. Reduced superiority seems to be more characteristic of
depression than of burnout. Furthermore, especially individuals high in
burnout with a reduced sense of superiority seem to develop a depression.
Hence, depression and burnout seem closely related, but they are certainly
not identical twins.
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CHAPTER 4
I am not a better teacher, but others are doing worse:
Burnout and perceptions of superiority among teachers4
Abstract -  This study examined differences between teachers high and low in burnout
in the perception of being superior to others. Because burnout implies a decline in well-
being, and because well-being is related to perceived superiority, it was hypothesized that
perceived superiority would be reduced among individuals high in burnout. This would
be particularly true for superiority with respect to positive behaviors (feeling better than
others). As negative behaviors of others are generally highly salient, it was expected that
even individuals high in burnout would be able to maintain a sense of negative
superiority (feeling less bad than others). 120 teachers in secondary education were
asked to generate information about inferior and superior others. Perceived superiority
was assessed by response latencies and the quality of the information generated. As
expected, only positive superiority was reduced among teachers high in burnout. Thus,
they felt less good, but also less bad than others. Consequences for classroom
performance and suggestions for the treatment of burnout are discussed.
In European countries as well as in many other countries of the world,
teacher burnout is a well-known phenomenon. In the media, magazines and
on television, teacher burnout receives a considerable amount of attention.
In the Netherlands, mental-health problems appear in 36% of the cases as
the reason for allocating a disability pension to a work-incapacitated
teacher (USZO, 1998). Research in Europe suggests that 60% to 70% of the
teachers are under frequent stress and that approximately 30% of the
teachers show signs of burnout (see Rudow, 1999). Moreover, also in
comparison with various other kinds of ‘people work’, such as mental and
physical health professions, teachers appear to be at a high risk of burnout.
Teachers report more burnout symptoms than workers in other social
professions (de Heus & Diekstra, 1999). 
Teacher burnout refers, as burnout in other professions, to a decline in
well-being that is caused by chronic stress in the work situation and is
generally considered as a multidimensional syndrome (Maslach & Jackson,
1981). The first, most central dimension is emotional exhaustion (Shirom,
1989). One experiences a depletion of emotional resources and feels
4 This chapter has appeared as: Brenninkmeijer, V., VanYperen, N.W., & Buunk, B.P.
(2001). I am not a better teacher, but others are doing worse: Burnout and perceptions of
superiority among teachers. Social Psychology of Education, 4, 259-274.
‘empty’ or ‘worn out’. The second aspect of burnout is depersonalization.
This refers to a negative, cynical attitude toward one’s students. The third
aspect of burnout is reduced personal accomplishment. Individuals in a
state of burnout evaluate their accomplishments at work negatively. 
Emotional exhaustion is found relatively often among young teachers
(see Byrne, 1999), as well as depersonalization among men, the latter
finding having been ascribed to differing traditional role patterns among
men and women (e.g., Greenglass, Burke, & Konarski, 1998; Van Horn,
Schaufeli, Greenglass, & Burke, 1997; VanYperen, Buunk, & Schaufeli,
1992). In general, burnout is more prevalent among secondary school
teachers than among elementary school teachers (Russell, Altmaier, & Van
Velzen, 1987; Van Horn et al., 1997). 
Problems associated with teacher burnout include excess time pressure,
poor relationships with colleagues, large classes, lack of resources,
isolation, fear of violence, role ambiguity, poor opportunities for
promotion, lack of support, lack of participation in decision-making, and
behavioral problems of pupils (Abel & Sewell, 1999). Boyle, Borg, Falzon,
and Baglioni (1995) identified four factors as sources of teacher stress:
pupil misbehavior (e.g., noisy and impolite pupils), time and resource
difficulties (e.g., time pressure and lack of facilities), recognition needs
(e.g., limited opportunities for promotion), and poor relationships (e.g.,
with colleagues and pupils’ parents). According to Dworkin (1997),
organizational and structural stressors also induce teacher burnout, which
he illustrates with Texas school reform programs in the 1980s that almost
doubled the percentage of burnt-out teachers in this state. During this
school reform, standardized norms for teachers and students were created,
and teachers’ competence was questioned and tested, thereby diminishing
the teachers’ job control. A high level of control over one’s fate or
performance is essential for successful functioning. Especially when
accompanied by high demands, low job control results in distress (Karasek
& Theorell, 1990). In the same way, Friedman (1991) described how
burnout is fostered by school cultures in which the school administration
enforces clearly defined, narrow, measurable goals underlining academic
achievement on the teachers. Less organized schools with ‘softer’ goals
seem to give teachers more opportunity for experimenting with new
learning methods, for discussing problems they encounter, and for having
supportive contact with the school administration.
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Apart from work-related factors, several individual and interpersonal
factors influencing burnout have been proposed. An individual
characteristic that may protect an individual against burnout is, for instance,
communal orientation, which refers to a concern for other people
(VanYperen et al., 1992). Nurses who care for their patients out of concern
for them, tend to experience less burnout. Personality traits that seem to
predispose individuals to develop burnout are, for example, shyness,
introversion, and aggrieveness (Wagenvoort, VanYperen, Hoogduin, &
Schaap, 1998). An example of an interpersonal factor influencing burnout
is inequity in the relationship with the recipients of one’s care (VanYperen
et al., 1992; Schaufeli, Van Dierendonck, & Van Gorp, 1996). More
specific, human service professionals who feel that they invest more in
relationships with recipients than they receive in return, report more
burnout symptoms (Schaufeli, et al., 1996; VanYperen et al. 1992;
VanYperen, 1996). 
With regard to the consequences of burnout, one may assume that burnt-
out teachers perform less well as a teacher (Rudow, 1999; Abel & Sewell,
1999). The performance of high-achieving students improves considerably
less when their teacher is burnt out (see Dworkin, 1997). For instance,
emotional exhaustion may lead to a reduction in tolerance, and teachers in
a state of burnout may consequently be more inclined to lose their temper
with difficult pupils. Furthermore, because of their negative mood state and
their lack of commitment, their ability to motivate pupils may be affected.
What is more, their emotional exhaustion may result in cognitive
shortcomings, which may eventuate in mistakes. In addition, teachers in a
state of burnout have higher sickness and absence rates (Rudow 1999;
Burke & Greenglass, 1995) which not only poses a financial burden to
society but may also be harmful for pupils (and obviously for teachers
themselves).
Because of the detrimental consequences of teacher burnout, it is
indispensable to develop programs aimed at the prevention and treatment of
burnout. To develop such programs, it is necessary to know more about the
cognitive and motivational aspects of the burnout syndrome. The present
study examines if and how the perception of being superior to others is
impaired among teachers experiencing burnout. In other words, this study
focuses on the question of whether teachers in state of burnout have a
reduced sense of superiority toward other teachers.
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In general, individuals tend to experience a sense of superiority vis-à-
vis most others (for a review see Hoorens, 1993). With regard to personality
traits, for example, people consider themselves as brighter, more
responsible and more interesting than others. They also think that they are
less phony, less cruel, and less snobbish than others (Brown, 1986). As for
intimate relationships, individuals generally assume that their marriage is
better than that of most others (Buunk & Van den Eijnden, 1997; Buunk &
VanYperen, 1991). Furthermore, it has been found that at least 40% of
professionals in diverse jobs perceive their performance as one of the best
(in the top 10%) as compared to professionals with similar jobs. This
percentage is even higher for jobs at high levels, where sometimes more
than 80% consider themselves as belonging to the top 10% (Meyer, 1980).
Because it is not possible for most people to be better than average, except
in extremely skewed distributions, this sense of superiority is generally
considered to be a cognitive bias, or as some authors have suggested, an
illusion (Taylor & Brown, 1988). 
When studying the phenomenon of perceived superiority, it is important
to distinguish between positive superiority (feeling better than others) and
negative superiority (feeling less bad than others). Van Lange and
Breukelaar (1992) assessed the relative strength of positive and negative
superiority by asking people to list behaviors that others show more often,
just as often and less often. Dependent on the condition to which
individuals were assigned, they had to generate positive or negative
behaviors. Van Lange and Breukelaar found that people primarily
experienced negative superiority; individuals could cite more examples of
negative behaviors for others than for themselves. In contrast, people
experienced in general little positive superiority: They were hardly able to
generate more positive behaviors of themselves than of others. Van Lange
and Breukelaar attributed the strength of negative superiority to the
relatively high salience of negative behavior. 
Indeed, negative information has more influence on the evaluation of
others than positive information (Martijn, Spears, Van der Pligt, & Jakobs,
1992). Negative behavior generally receives a large amount of attention,
especially when performed by others (Skowronski & Carlston, 1989).
Selective attention and weighting of information determine the availability
of information in memory, which can influence judgments about self and
others (Alicke, 1985; Weinstein, 1980). In addition, according to Headey
and Wearing (1988) individuals may focus on subroles in which they feel
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good and subsequently weigh this subrole heavily when making judgments
about self and others. These authors have also suggested that people may
exclude more advantaged individuals from their reference group.
Moreover, individuals may compare themselves on rather vague and
objectively unverifiable dimensions, such as morality and commitment, on
which positive beliefs about oneself are relatively easy to maintain
(Allison, Messick, & Goethals, 1989; VanYperen, 1992).
Positive illusions of the self might be functional as they appear to be
related to well-being (Headey & Wearing, 1988). Taylor and Brown (1988,
1994) have reviewed the literature on the relationship between well-being
and three positive illusions: the illusion of superiority, the illusion of
control (i.e., an unrealistic positive belief about personal control over
environmental events), and unrealistic optimism (i.e., an unrealistic
positive view of the future). They have examined three aspects of mental
health: happiness or contentment, the ability to care for others, and the
capacity for creative, productive work. They conclude that there is evidence
that positive illusions are linked to all three aspects of mental health (cf.
Block & Colvin, 1994; Colvin & Block, 1994). For example, compared
with people who are unhappy, happy people think more highly of
themselves on dimensions reflecting attractiveness and rank (Allan &
Gilbert, 1995; Buunk & Brenninkmeijer, 1999) and they display more
unrealistic optimism (Alloy & Ahrens, 1987). As for the relationship with
the capacity to care for other people, positive illusions seem to be linked
directly and indirectly to the development and maintenance of bonding with
other people. By evoking a positive mood in people, positive illusions may
influence the ability to care for others. Individuals in whom a positive mood
is induced are more helpful towards others (e.g., Forgas, 1998). Finally, by
improving intellectual functioning and by increasing motivation, positive
illusions seem to enhance the capacity for creative and productive work. 
Assuming that a sense of superiority diminishes with reduced well-being
and that burnout is accompanied by a decline in well-being, it is expected
that teachers who feel burnt out experience less superiority as compared to
teachers who do not feel burnt out (Hypothesis 1). Following Van Lange
and Breukelaar (1992), we make a distinction between negative superiority
(feeling less bad than others) and positive superiority (feeling better than
others), and, therefore, between negatively and positively valenced
behaviors. Because negative behavior is generally more salient than
positive behavior, we expect that negative superiority is less affected
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among teachers high in burnout than positive superiority (Hypothesis 2). In
other words, negative superiority is expected to be more robust than
positive superiority.
In this study, we asked teachers to generate information about inferior
teachers (i.e., downward comparison) and about superior teachers (i.e.,
upward comparison). More specifically, we asked teachers to list either
positive or negative behaviors that other teachers perform more and less
often. We measured response latencies to assess the cognitive accessibility
of upward- and downward-comparison information, because response
latencies are relatively unobtrusive and are recognized as indicators of the
cognitive accessibility of information (Fazio, 1990). We then computed an
index of perceived superiority based on the cognitive accessibility, to which
we will refer as ‘latency superiority’. We assume that a person feels inferior
if that particular person has a higher cognitive accessibility for upward-
than for downward-comparison information. Hence, it is hypothesized that
for teachers low in burnout, information about inferior others (i.e.,
downward comparison information) is cognitively more accessible than
information about superior others (i.e., upward comparison information)5.
For teachers high in burnout, we expect this pattern to be less pronounced
or even reversed, especially when positive behaviors are generated. 
In addition to response latencies, we also used the quality of the
behaviors generated as a measure of superiority, which we will refer to as
‘quality superiority’. Quality was operationalized as the product of the
relevance and the diversity of the behaviors. The index implies that quality
is low when someone generates aspects that have low relevance and little
diversity (e.g., wiping off the black board and keeping the door open during
class). Quality is high when a person comes up with very relevant and
diverse aspects (e.g., showing respect for pupils and preparing lessons
conscientiously). We assume that for teachers low in burnout the quality of
downward-comparison behaviors is higher than the quality of upward-
comparison behaviors. For teachers high in burnout, this tendency is
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5 To measure superiority, Van Lange and Breukelaar (1992) and Van Lange and Rusbult
(1995) assessed the cognitive accessibility of upward and downward comparison
information by counting the behaviors people generated. This ‘counting’ measure might
be somewhat distorted because people sometimes generate highly similar behaviors.
They may say for example that other people are kinder, friendlier and more sympathetic.
They may also generate behaviors with low relevance. Therefore this study measures,
among other things, the quality of the behaviors generated.




A total of 120 teachers (72 male and 48 female) working in secondary
schools were recruited. Burnout is prevalent in this profession (see
Schaufeli, Daamen, & Van Mierlo, 1994). The mean age was 44.12 (SD =
9.74). The experiment was carried out in schools, where teachers were
asked to fill out a number of questions on a laptop computer. Participants
were individually tested in a small and quiet room and they were told that
the experiment was about their self-image and how they experienced their
job. Three teachers had misunderstood the instruction and their answers
were therefore excluded from statistical analysis.
The experiment used a 2 × 2 × 2 design, with valence (positive vs.
negative) and burnout (high vs. low) as between-subjects variables and type
of comparison (upward vs. downward) as a within-subjects variable. The
experimental manipulations were based on research by Van Lange and
Breukelaar (1992) and Van Lange and Rusbult (1995). We asked
participants to think about behaviors of other teachers in a similar working
situation. Those in the positive condition listed as many positively valenced
behaviors as possible; those in the negative condition listed as many
negatively valenced behaviors as possible. Upward comparison was
induced by asking participants to generate positive behaviors that other
teachers show more often, or to generate negative behaviors that other
teachers show less often, respectively; downward comparison was induced
by asking participants to generate positive behaviors that other teachers
show less often, or negative behaviors that other teachers show more often,
respectively6. No time limit was mentioned for the task. We randomly
determined the order of the comparison manipulations.
Measures
Burnout. Burnout was assessed with a Dutch version of the Maslach
Burnout Inventory for teachers (MBI-NL-Le, Schaufeli & Van Horn, 1995).
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6 Lateral comparison was induced by asking participants to generate positive or negative
behaviors that other teachers show just as often. For reasons of clarity, the data
concerning lateral comparison are excluded from the results section.  
The norm group was a sample of 916 teachers in secondary general and
vocational education (Schaufeli & Van Horn, 1995). This scale contains
three subscales: Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal
Accomplishment (see also Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Cronbach’s alphas
representing the internal consistency of the subscales were .89 (exhaustion),
.67 (depersonalization), and .81 (personal accomplishment). Teachers were
considered as high in burnout if they scored not only high (75th percentile
or higher) on emotional exhaustion, but also high (75th percentile or
higher) on depersonalization or low (25th percentile or lower) on personal
accomplishment. This criterion (‘Exhaustion + 1’), which resulted in a
burnout percentage of 23.3%, was developed in a study by Brenninkmeijer
and VanYperen (1999). To investigate how burnout could be most
accurately assessed by means of a burnout inventory, Brenninkmeijer and
VanYperen compared the scores on the burnout inventory of 44 well
functioning individuals with the scores of 29 individuals diagnosed as
experiencing burnout by clinicians. Individuals were diagnosed as being
burnt out when they met the conditions for the diagnosis neurasthenia
according to the ICD-10 classification (Internal Classification of Diseases
of the World Health Organization, WHO, 1992) and when the syndrome
resulted from chronic stress. When the complaints were related to work and
professionalism, this was considered as extra support for the diagnosis
burnout. Scores on the burnout inventory were not used for this diagnosis.
The ‘Exhaustion + 1’ criterion resulted in a burnout percentage of 6.8% in
the well functioning group, and a percentage of 69.0% in the group
diagnosed as burnt-out. Thus, the chance that a well functioning person
would be diagnosed as burnt-out was well around 5%, which is a
conventional percentage for a Type-1 error.
Perceived superiority. Perceived superiority was assessed with
quantitative and qualitative measures referred to as latency superiority and
quality superiority, respectively. The correlation between these two
measures was .40 (p < .001). Latency superiority was determined by
response latencies for upward- and downward-comparison information.
The time to generate and to type in the first behavior was measured for
downward and upward comparison. For each experimental manipulation,
individuals who could not generate any behavior were given a score of
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7 When individuals who could not generate any behavior were given a score of four times
the maximum score, analyses generated similar results.  
twice the maximum score7. A total of 34.2% of the participants had this
score for upward comparison, while for downward comparison this
percentage was 16.2%. We then logarithmically transformed the variables
to increase the accuracy of the mean as an indication for central tendency
(Fazio, 1990). By subtracting the response latency for downward
comparison from the response latency for upward comparison, we obtained
an indication for superiority. For example, a person who generated upward-
comparison information in 50 seconds and downward-comparison
information in 25 seconds had transformed response latencies of ln 50 =
3.91 and ln 25 = 3.22, respectively, resulting in a latency superiority score
of 3.91 - 3.22 = 0.69. 
Quality superiority was determined by the quality of upward- and
downward-comparison information. The behaviors generated by the
participants were qualitatively analyzed by two independent raters. They
rated the diversity of the behaviors for downward and upward comparison
separately. Furthermore, they judged how relevant each behavior was for
the profession of a teacher. Both ratings were done on a five-point scale,
ranging from 1 (not at all relevant/not at all divers) to 5 (very relevant/very
divers). Inter-rater reliability was .74 for relevance and .90 for diversity.
Relevance and diversity were multiplied to obtain a  measure for the quality
of the behaviors generated. The mean relevance was not considered as a
good single indicator for the quality of the behaviors because a person who
generates one very relevant and one medium relevant behavior would score
lower than a person who generates only one very relevant behavior.
Similarly, we did not consider diversity to be a valid single indicator of the
quality of the behaviors because individuals may generate highly dissimilar
behaviors that have low relevance. Quality superiority was computed by
subtracting the quality of upward-comparison behaviors from the quality of
downward-comparison behaviors.
Results
Latency superiority. A 2 (valence: positive vs. negative) × 2 (burnout:
low vs. high) univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed on
latency superiority. As superiority scores were affected by the number of
characters participants typed, we used the difference in number of
characters for the first behaviors (downward - upward) as a covariate in the
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analyses. No main effect of burnout on latency superiority appeared
(F(1,112) = 0.95, ns). Hence, Hypothesis 1 was not supported. However, we
found a significant effect of valence on latency superiority (F(1,112) =
5.25, p < .05). Consistent with Van Lange and Breukelaar (1992), the
adjusted condition means indicated that superiority was higher for negative
behavior as compared with positive behavior (Mneg = 0.60 vs. Mpos = -.04).
This means that participants found themselves primarily less bad rather
than better than others. Furthermore, this effect was qualified by an
interaction effect between burnout and valence (F(1,112) = 10.42, p < .01),
thereby supporting Hypothesis 2. Post hoc analyses revealed that latency
superiority was lower among individuals high in burnout who generated
positive behaviors of other teachers (see Figure 1). Superiority in this group
differed significantly from superiority in the other three groups (ps < .05).
In fact, only one group appeared to feel inferior, namely individuals high in























Figure 1. Latency superiority as a function of burnout and valence of
behavior.
Quality superiority. A 2 (valence: positive vs. negative) × 2 (burnout:
low vs. high) univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was also performed
on quality superiority. In line with Hypothesis 1, we found a significant
main effect of burnout on quality superiority (F(1,113) = 4.53, p < .05).
Superiority was lower for people high as compared to low in burnout (Mhigh
= 1.75 vs. Mlow = 4.28). This analysis did not yield a main effect of valence
(F(1,113) = 1.56, ns), but in line with Hypothesis 2, there was a significant
interaction between burnout and valence (F(1,113) = 4.13, p < .05). A post
hoc analysis revealed a similar pattern as on latency superiority: Quality
superiority was lower among individuals high in burnout who generated
positive behavior (see Figure 2). This group differed from individuals low
in burnout who generated positive behavior and from individuals high in
burnout who generated negative behavior (ranges Duncan, p < .05)8. 
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8  To find out which of the three dimensions of burnout -- emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, or personal accomplishment -- could account for the results,
univariate analyses of variance were performed with the separate dimensions of burnout
and valence of behaviors as independent variables and with latency superiority and
quality superiority as dependent variables. These analyses revealed an interaction effect
between emotional exhaustion and valence (F(1,112) = 8.50, p < .01) and an interaction
between personal accomplishment and valence (F(1,112) = 4.57, p < .05) on latency
superiority. The interaction between personal accomplishment and valence on quality
superiority was also significant (F(1,113) = 4.69, p < .05). These patterns highly
resembled the pattern found in the analyses with burnout as a factor. In addition, main
effects of competence were found on latency superiority (F(1,112) = 7.55, p < .01) and
quality superiority, although the last effect was only marginally significant (F(1,113) =
3.13, p < .10). On both measures, superiority was reduced among individuals low in
personal accomplishment. No main or interaction effects were found with
depersonalization as an independent variable.
To gain further insight in the interaction between valence and burnout on latency
superiority, 2 (valence: positive vs. negative) × 2 (burnout: low vs. high) univariate
analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were performed on the response latencies for
downward- and upward-comparison behavior. In these analyses, only a marginally
significant effect of burnout on the response latency for downward-comparison behavior
appeared (F(1,113) = 2.84, p < .10). Individuals high in burnout showed larger response
latencies for downward-comparison behavior than individuals low in burnout. Thus,
downward-comparison behavior was cognitively somewhat less accessible among
individuals high in burnout. To clarify the interaction between valence and burnout on
quality superiority, identical analyses were done on the quality of downward- and
upward-comparison behavior. These analyses did not yield any significant results.
Discussion
This study examined differences between teachers high and low in
burnout in the perception of being superior to others. Teachers were asked
to generate either positive or negative behaviors that other teachers
performed more and less often. The general pattern observed was that
among teachers high in burnout, positive superiority (i.e., feeling better
than others) was reduced, whereas negative superiority (i.e., feeling less
bad than others) was unaffected. This suggests that teachers high in burnout
felt less good and, paradoxically, less bad than other teachers. This pattern
emerged on both measures of superiority (latency and quality superiority)
and suggests that negative superiority is quite robust, and even so robust
that individuals in a state of burnout are able to maintain it. 
The lack of positive superiority among individuals in a state of burnout
is congruent with earlier research indicating that a decline of superiority
was related to symptoms of burnout, such as reduced personal






















Figure 2. Quality superiority as a function of burnout and valence of
behavior.
element of burnout, emotional exhaustion (Brenninkmeijer, VanYperen, &
Buunk, 2001a). However, there is an alternative explanation for our finding
that individuals in a state of burnout displayed stronger cognitive
accessibility for upward, rather than downward, comparison with respect to
positive behaviors. Burnt-out individuals may experience a strong need to
improve themselves and may, therefore, keep their mind on positive
behaviors that other teachers perform more often than they do. For instance,
teachers might actually improve their dealing with difficult pupils by
focusing on the behaviors and strategies other colleagues use to maintain
their temper. Nevertheless, a strong need to self-improve among burnt-out
individuals may well be caused or accompanied by a decline in superiority
and the two explanations are therefore not mutually exclusive.
The robustness of negative superiority may be considered as a
mechanism aimed to maintain or restore self-esteem. By focusing on
negative behaviors of colleagues, and by trying to ignore negative
behaviors of oneself, individuals may try to preserve a sense of satisfaction
about themselves, even when their own achievements leave a lot to be
desired. A focus on other people’s negative behaviors may be relatively
easy to achieve as these behaviors are generally highly salient (Skowronski
& Carlston, 1989). Perhaps this selective focus could therefore be a useful
tool in the treatment of burnout. A popular ingredient in the treatment of
burnout is the cognitive-behavioral technique of challenging dysfunctional
beliefs (e.g., Malkinson, Kushnir, & Weisberg, 1997). The belief ‘I must be
a perfect teacher’, for instance, is an irrational belief that may lead to
distress. By asking oneself questions such as ‘Why is it so important to be
perfect?’, ‘Is this belief true?’, and ‘Is this belief helpful to me?’ the
dysfunctional belief may be tackled. Actively challenging a belief however,
may require some effort, and it might be easier to let individuals just shift
their focus of attention: Burnt-out individuals who are dissatisfied with
their own performance may be stimulated to focus on negative behaviors of
others. Instead of reflecting on their own positive qualities, they might
rather think of other people’s negative qualities. In addition, they may
concentrate especially on comparison information on vague or ambiguous,
and hence easily distortable, dimensions (Allison, Messick, & Goethals,
1989; VanYperen, 1992). In this way, individuals in a state of burnout may
realize that their own performance is not so bad after all.
This study raises an interesting question concerning the causal
relationship between burnout and the perception that one is functioning less
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well than others. It may be that feelings of positive inferiority cause
burnout. For example, it is possible that people try to reduce their feeling of
inferiority by working harder thereby increasing the risk on burnout. This
reasoning is similar to the view of Fischer (1983) who considers burnout as
a narcissistic disorder. According to Fischer, burnout candidates choose to
work harder when they are disappointed in their job. With this, they try to
maintain the illusion that they are special and better than others. Another
possibility is that feelings of burnout, which comprise feelings of reduced
personal accomplishment, lead to perceptions of functioning less well than
others. Most likely, however, is that burnout and positive inferiority
reinforce each other in a circular relationship (e.g., Friedman & Farber,
1992).
It can be speculated that a decline of perceived superiority among
teachers negatively affects individual performances of pupils. First,
teachers with a reduced sense of superiority may distance themselves from
their work and their pupils to cope with their feelings of inferiority. By
reducing the importance of their work, being outperformed by colleagues
may be less painful for these teachers (e.g., Major, Testa, & Bylsma, 1991),
but obviously pupils may be harmed by their cynicism and lack of concern.
Second, pupils may sense that a teacher feels inferior and insecure (e.g., via
body posture or eye contact) and, as a result, may find this teacher less
confident and less convincing. Third, feelings of inferiority may cause
worries about loss of job control. Thus, dealing with difficult colleagues or
with the school administration may be particularly hard for teachers who
feel inferior. As emphasized by Karasek and Theorell (1990), low levels of
job control in combination with high demands are likely to lead to distress
and a deterioration of job performance.
It should be noted that West-European countries, including the
Netherlands, are characterized by relatively low levels of competitiveness
(Van der Vliert, 1998), and that Dutch people report less individualism as
compared to, for instance, Americans (Hofstede, 1980). Hence, winning
seems to be more important in the individualistic countries, and a lack of
relative superiority may affect individuals’ well-being and job performance
in these countries even more than in the Netherlands. In fact, it has been
proposed that the value placed upon individual achievement in the US may
be responsible for the higher levels of emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization found in U.S. samples (Schaufeli & Van Dierendonck,
1995).
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In a nutshell, this research indicates that teacher burnout is accompanied
by a lack of perceived superiority with respect to positive behaviors, which
may have detrimental consequences for both teachers’ and pupils’ well-
being and performance. However, teachers in a state of burnout do feel
superior on negative behaviors, and this may reflect a strategy to maintain
or repair a sense of superiority. Hence, when feeling burnt out, teachers may
utilize their colleagues’ flaws and failures to boost their self-esteem and,
possibly, to prevent a decline in their performance as a teacher.
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CHAPTER 5
Burnout, social comparison orientation and the affective
consequences of social comparison information9
Abstract  -  Two studies were conducted to determine the affective consequences of
upward and downward social comparison among individuals high and low in burnout.
Study 1 employed a retrospective measure to assess affective reactions to social
comparison. As expected, individuals high in burnout responded less positively to
upward, and more negatively to downward comparison. An identical pattern was
observed in Study 2, in which individuals were confronted with a scenario describing
either a well or poorly functioning colleague. Study 2 further showed that with increasing
levels of burnout, individuals identified less with the upward target and more with the
downward target. Identification was an important mediator for the positive affective
consequences of upward comparison. Moreover, especially among those high in social
comparison orientation, i.e., with a strong dispositional tendency to compare themselves
with others, identification with the upward target was accompanied by positive affect. 
Burnout is a societal problem of great and growing concern. The current
prevalence of burnout in our society can be regarded as high, and, judging
from the rising levels of occupational stress, the future does not appear
promising either (see Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Moreover, burnout may
entail, among other things, job dissatisfaction, reduced commitment,
absenteeism, and turnover (see Burke & Richardsen; Schaufeli & Enzmann,
1998). For this reason, burnout affects not only the individuals afflicted by
it, but also the recipients of their care (e.g., clients, patients, and pupils), and
eventually the society, which has to bear the costs of disability pensions and
replacement of burnt-out individuals.
Burnout, a state of mental exhaustion due to chronic stress in the work
situation, is generally considered as a syndrome consisting of three aspects
(Maslach & Jackson, 1981). The first and most central aspect is emotional
exhaustion (Shirom, 1989). Individuals in a state of burnout experience a
depletion of emotional resources and feel ‘empty’ or ‘worn out’. The
second aspect of burnout is depersonalization, a negative, cynical attitude
toward one’s work or toward the recipients of one’s care (e.g., pupils or
clients). The third aspect of burnout is reduced personal accomplishment,
the tendency to evaluate one’s accomplishments at work negatively.
9 This chapter is based on: Brenninkmeijer, V., VanYperen, N.W., & Buunk, B.P. (2000).
Burnout, Social Comparison Orientation and the Affective Consequences of Social
Comparison Information. Manuscript submitted for publication.  
Burnout has been explored in numerous studies in a variety of populations
and has been found to be associated with, among other things, external
control, neuroticism, workload, role conflict, and lack of feedback from
superiors (for recent overviews, see Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998; Schaufeli
& Buunk, 1996). There is increasing evidence that burnout is a syndrome
that is distinct from other mental health problems such as depression
(Brenninkmeijer, VanYperen, & Buunk, 2001a). 
The question addressed in the present research was whether individuals
high in burnout interpret information about others differently, and relate it
in a different way to themselves, than individuals low in burnout. In other
words, we investigated social comparison processes among individuals
with varying degrees of burnout. It might strike some as odd to treat
burnout as a predictor rather than an outcome in itself. However, to gain
more insight into the concept of burnout, such an approach is not
uncommon. For instance, in depression research it is examined how
individuals high and low in depression differ in their beliefs and their
reaction to situations (e.g., Ahrens & Alloy, 1997).
In general, there is considerable evidence that social comparison
processes may play an important role among people facing mental and
physical health problems (e.g., Affleck & Tennen, 1991; Buunk & Gibbons,
1997; Van der Zee, Oldersma, Buunk, & Bos, 1998; Wood, Taylor &
Lichtman, 1985). Social comparison processes may be particularly relevant
for individuals suffering from burnout because burnout develops and
persists, unlike for instance depression, mainly in the context of the
working environment (see also Buunk & Schaufeli, 1993). At the
workplace, social comparison is a quite prevalent phenomenon (e.g.,
Goodman, 1977). From a theoretical perspective, the aim of this study was
to provide knowledge about the role of burnout in the interpretation of
social comparison information and about its differential effect on positive
and negative affect.
In the present studies, the participants were teachers, because burnout
constitutes a serious problem in education. In Europe, it is estimated that 60
to 70% of the teachers experience frequent stress and that roughly 30% of
the teachers show signs of burnout (Rudow, 1999). In terms of the risk of
developing burnout, teaching seems even to be a more hazardous
profession than other types of ‘people work’ (De Heus & Diekstra, 1999).
In addition, it can be assumed that teaching gives ample opportunity for
social comparison. In the staff room, for instance, teachers exchange
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information about their lessons and students, thereby revealing information
about their functioning. 
It has been increasingly acknowledged that social comparison may
originate from a number of distinct motives. An important motive for social
comparison, apart from self-evaluation (Festinger, 1954) and self-
improvement (Berger, 1977; Collins, 1996; Wood, 1989), is self-
enhancement (Thornton & Arrowood, 1966; Wills, 1981; Wood, 1989). To
enhance oneself, one may compare oneself with worse-off others. Many
studies indicate that individuals experiencing health problems have a
preference for downward comparisons, supposedly to enhance their
subjective well-being by realizing that things could be worse (for a review,
see Tennen, Mckee, & Affleck, 2000). Downward comparison is not the
only route to self-enhancement, however. As already noted by Wheeler
(1996), individuals with a strong desire for success tend to compare upward
to prove that they are nearly as good as a superior other. Hence, upward
comparison too may be used as a means to enhance oneself.
Crucial to self-enhancement are identification and contrast processes.
According to Buunk and Ybema’s Identification-Contrast Model (1997),
individuals generally strive for a sense of relative superiority, which Buunk
and Ybema consider as “the translation of the physical struggle among
primates for social dominance in a group” (p. 368). To obtain this sense of
superiority, individuals would generally attempt to identify upward and to
contrast downward. Upward identification refers to a focus on similarities
with a better-off other and to the belief that one could reach, or that one has
reached, the other’s position. This would foster positive feelings and a sense
of self-worth. Similarly, one may try to enhance oneself by contrasting with
worse-off others, that is, by focusing on differences with a worse-off other
and by viewing the other’s position as avoidable. Thus, individuals may try
to look for similarities with excellent colleagues and search for differences
with poor colleagues in order to feel good about themselves.
Although individuals may generally try to enhance themselves, social
comparison may often not have the desired, self-enhancing effect. In many
situations, one cannot help but identify downward, rather than upward, and
to contrast upward, rather than downward. Hence, social comparison may
frequently entail negative effects, as Brickman and Bulman (1977) pointed
out in their paper with the revealing title “Pleasure and Pain in Social
Comparison”. A school reunion, for example, may be painful for the less
successful people because their self-esteem may be harmed, whereas
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successful people may feel distressed by seeing their worse-off former
classmates. Brickman and Bulman (1977) illustrated this last type of
experience by describing how Bulman felt while interviewing paralyzed
victims of serious accidents: “The net effect ... was to depress the
interviewer by increasing her sense of the vulnerability of her own life (pp.
169-170)” (see also Wills, 1991). In a similar vein, Buunk and Ybema
(1997) described how upward contrast may make one’s inferiority salient,
whereas downward identification may hurt by having individuals realize
what they share with an unfortunate other. 
It is assumed here that individuals in a state of burnout will be especially
vulnerable to the possible detrimental effects of social comparison. That is,
they may be less able to use social comparison information in beneficial
ways and may experience a decline in mood following comparison with
others. This assumption is based on the finding that individuals in a state of
burnout are characterized by a low level of mental health as exemplified by
a high level of stress (Schaufeli & Buunk, 1996), a low level of perceived
control (for a review, see Glass & McKnight, 1996), and a high level of
neuroticism (Deary, Blenkin, Agius, Endler, Zealley, & Wood, 1996).
Individuals high in stress generally report less favorable feelings after
social comparison, and this seems in part due to their lower levels of control
(Ybema & Buunk, 1995). Individuals low in perceived control may feel that
reaching the position of a better-off other or avoiding the position of a
worse-off other is beyond their power. Indeed, in their review, Major, Testa,
and Bylsma (1991) provide some evidence that individuals low in
perceived control tend to interpret social comparison information in a more
negative way than individuals high in perceived control. Similarly,
individuals high in neuroticism seem to be particularly prone to focus on
negative features of social comparison information (e.g., Van der Zee,
Buunk & Sanderman, 1998). These individuals are marked by high levels
of self-consciousness and strong feelings of anxiety, depression, and
hostility (McCrae & Costa, 1990). They also appraise stressors as more
stressful, they are less confident about their coping ability, they make more
use of maladaptive coping strategies, and they think less rationally than
individuals low in neuroticism (Gunthert, Cohen, & Armeli, 1999; Pacini &
Epstein, 1999). 
Although it may be assumed that individuals high in burnout generally
respond less favorably to social comparison information, recent studies
examining the affective consequences of social comparison in relation to
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mental health suggest that it is important to distinguish between positive
and negative affect. For example, a study by Ybema, Buunk, and Heesink
(1996) among individuals who had lost their job showed that increasing
levels of stress lowered the degree of positive affect after confrontation
with a better-off comparison target and increased the degree of negative
affect after confrontation with a worse-off comparison target. A study by
Buunk, Ybema, Gibbons, and Ipenburg (2001) showed that increasing
levels of burnout led to less positive affect after comparison with a better-
off other. In a similar vein, Van der Zee, Buunk et al. (1998) found that, with
increasing levels of neuroticism, cancer patients responded with less
positive affect to confrontation with an upward comparison target and with
more negative affect to a downward comparison target. It should be noted
however, that in both studies upward comparison induced also more
negative affect among individuals low in control or high in neuroticism. 
In general, there is considerable evidence that the experience of negative
affect is not necessarily the opposite of the experience of positive affect
(Ashby, Isen, & Turken, 1999; Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999;
but see also Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998). Positive affect is related to
the approach of situations that provide an opportunity for pleasure and
reward and it is directed towards obtaining the resources necessary for
survival, such as food and sex, whereas negative affect is connected with
vigilance, withdrawal, and the avoidance of dangerous situations (e.g.,
Tomarken & Keener, 1998). Because upward identification is directed
toward success and improvement, it can be expected that upward
identification induces mainly positive affect. In contrast, downward
identification represents what should be avoided and does not offer a
position one could strive for, and may thus primarily evoke negative affect.
Accordingly, it is hypothesized that upward comparison evokes less
positive affect and downward comparison more negative affect as
individuals are higher in burnout (Hypothesis 1). Thus, unlike Wills (1981),
who underscored the beneficial consequences of downward comparison in
his downward comparison theory, we do not assume that downward
comparison is inherently related to more positive or less negative affect.
Downward comparison is expected to be beneficial only when individuals
contrast themselves with the worse-off other, which may be quite difficult
for individuals with mental health problems, including burnout symptoms.
This may be particularly true when they are faced with concrete rather than
abstract downward comparison information (Buunk & Ybema, 1997). 
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Various social comparison researchers (e.g., Brickman & Bulman, 1977;
Hemphill & Lehman, 1991) have suggested that individuals may vary in
their need to compare themselves with others and that comparison
information may be more important for some individuals than for others.
Recent research indicates that individuals do indeed differ in their need for
social comparison and that this dispositional need, the so-called social
comparison orientation (SCO), influences responses to comparison
information. Gibbons and Buunk (1999) have developed a scale, the Iowa
Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM), to measure SCO.
Several studies using the INCOM have indicated that the effects of social
comparison information are more pronounced among individuals with a
strong SCO (Buunk, Oldersma, & De Dreu, 2001; Van der Zee, Oldersma,
et al., 1998). For instance, in the study by Van der Zee, Oldersma et al.
(1998), individuals were more affected by comparison information when
they had a strong need for comparison information. In addition, SCO
moderated the link between neuroticism and affect following social
comparison information. Therefore, it is expected that upward and
downward comparison will have stronger affective consequences as
individuals are higher in SCO (Hypothesis 2) and that social comparison
orientation will enhance the effect of burnout on the affective responses to
upward and downward comparison (Hypothesis 3). Hence, SCO is expected
to have a main effect and to interact with burnout in determining the
affective consequences of social comparison information.
After Study 1, in which we retrospectively investigated the affective
responses to upward and downward comparison, we designed an
experiment (Study 2) to investigate the mediating role of identification-
contrast processes. In this study, teachers were confronted with a scenario
about a well functioning or a poorly functioning teacher, after which affect
and identification-contrast processes were assessed separately. Thus, the
mediating role of identification-contrast in the relationship between
burnout and the affective responses to social comparison, as inferred from
the Identification-Contrast Model, could be examined. In addition, as
recommended by Wood (1996), the experiment was designed to validate the





Our sample consisted of 156 teachers in secondary education. The mean
age of the participants was 45 years (SD = 8.7) and 58% of the sample was
male. The average experience as a teacher was 19 years (SD = 9.8).
Participants were given a questionnaire that they could fill out at home and
subsequently return in a postage-free envelope.
Burnout. Burnout was measured with a Dutch version of the Maslach
Burnout Inventory for teachers (MBI-NL-Le, Schaufeli & Van Horn, 1995),
which consists of three subscales: Emotional Exhaustion,
Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment (cf. Maslach & Jackson,
1981). Burnout, as measured with the MBI, can be distinguished from more
general physical and psychological symptoms (see Schaufeli, Daamen, &
Van Mierlo, 1994). The internal consistency of the subscales for exhaustion,
depersonalization, and personal accomplishment was .88, .66, and .81,
respectively. The relatively low internal consistency of depersonalization
was in line with several other studies (e.g., Van Horn, Schaufeli, &
Enzmann, 1999; VanYperen, 1996). Because our primary interest
concerned the effects of burnout in general, and not those of the separate
dimensions of burnout, we recoded the personal accomplishment items and
then summed all the items of the MBI to one burnout measure. Cronbach’s
alpha for this total scale was .87. To get an indication of the burnout
percentage in our sample, we used a criterion developed by Brenninkmeijer
and VanYperen (1999). Brenninkmeijer and VanYperen investigated how
burnout could be most accurately assessed in a non-clinical sample by
comparing the scores on the three burnout subscales of 44 persons who
were performing well with the scores of 29 persons diagnosed as burnt-out
by clinicians. For a non-clinical population, the ‘Exhaustion + 1’ criterion
resulted in a low (6.8%) chance of falsely labeling a person as burnt-out.
According to this criterion, a person should be considered burnt-out when
he or she not only scores high (75th percentile or higher) on emotional
exhaustion, but also high (75th percentile or higher) on depersonalization
or low (25th percentile or lower) on personal accomplishment. In this
sample, in which participants were compared to a Dutch norm group of 916
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teachers working in secondary education (Schaufeli & Van Horn, 1995),
this criterion resulted in a burnout percentage of 20.6%. 
Social comparison orientation. Social comparison orientation (SCO),
that is, the dispositional tendency to compare oneself with others, was
measured with the Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure
(INCOM; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). This scale consists of 11 items, such
as “I always like to know what others in a similar situation would do” and
“I never consider my situation in life relative to that of other people”. The
items are responded to on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The psychometric qualities of the scale are
good. Previous research has provided evidence of the construct,
discriminant, and concurrent validity of the scale. Its internal consistency is
high (Cronbach’s α > .80) and its test-retest reliability (over eight months)
was .72. In the present sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .82.
Identification-Contrast Scale. A modified version of the Identification-
Contrast Scale (Van der Zee, Buunk, Sanderman, Botke, & Van den Bergh,
2000) was used to assess retrospectively how teachers respond to
comparisons with better-off and worse-off others. This scale reflects the
assumption that feelings in response to social comparison are, as proposed
by the Identification-Contrast Model, the result of either an identification or
contrast process. The scale is an expansion of the work of Buunk, Collins,
Taylor, VanYperen and Dakof (1990) and more particularly of Buunk,
Ybema, Van der Zee, Schaufeli, and Gibbons (2001), who examined the
positive and negative affective consequences of both upward and
downward comparison among nurses in a state of burnout. Whereas Buunk
et al. (1990) and Buunk, Ybema, Van der Zee et al. (2001) used only one
item to assess each type of affect, the Identification-Contrast Scale consists
of four subscales, each containing three items: positive affect from upward
comparison, positive affect from downward comparison, negative affect
from upward comparison, and negative affect from downward comparison.
A factor analysis showed that the list encompasses two factors: positive
interpretation (i.e., positive affect from upward and downward comparison)
and negative interpretation (i.e., negative affect from upward and
downward comparison). Because the items were originally developed for
cancer patients, we reformulated the items slightly. Items measuring
positive affect from upward comparison were: “When I see teachers who
are functioning better than I am, I realize that it is possible to improve”;
“When I meet teachers who are performing better than I am, it makes me
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happy because I realize that it is possible for me to improve”; “When I think
of teachers who are functioning better than I am, I have hope that my
performance will improve”. Positive affect from downward comparison
was measured with the following items: “When I see teachers who are
functioning worse than I am, I am happy that I am doing so well myself”;
“When I think of teachers who are functioning worse than I am, I feel
relieved about my own performance”; and “When I meet teachers who are
performing worse than I am, I realize how well I am doing”. Negative affect
from upward comparison was measured with the following items: “When I
see teachers who are doing better than I am, I find it threatening to notice
that I am doing not so well”; “When I think of teachers who are functioning
better than I am, I feel frustrated about my own performance”; and “When
I meet teachers who are doing better than I am, I sometimes feel depressed
because I realize that I am not doing so well”. Items measuring negative
affect from downward comparison were: “When I see teachers who are
doing worse than I am, I experience fear that my performance will decline”;
“When I meet teachers who are performing worse than I am, I am
sometimes afraid that my future will be similar”; and “When I think of
teachers who are doing worse than I am, I am sometimes afraid that I will
go the same way”. Items could be answered on a 5-point scale ranging from
not at all (1) to strongly (5). We computed the scores on each subscale by
taking the mean of the three items in the subscale. The internal consistency
of the scales was good: Cronbach’s alphas were .93, .86, .85, and .83,
respectively. For upward comparison, negative and positive affect did not
correlate (r = .01, ns), whereas for downward comparison the correlation
appeared to be significant (r = .34, p < .01).  
Results
The four subscales in the Identification-Contrast Scale were
hierarchically regressed on burnout, social comparison orientation (SCO),
and the interaction between these two variables. To reduce collinearity
between the variables and their products, we standardized all variables, but
not their products (Aiken & West, 1991). Standardizing variables also
facilitates the interpretation of results: With standardized variables, the
unstandardized regression coefficients reflect the relative contribution of
the predictors, controlling for differences in variance (Aiken & West, 1991).
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Table 1. Results of hierarchical regression of positive and negative affect as
a response to upward and downward comparison (Study 1).
Upward comparison Downward comparison
Positive affect Negative affect Positive affect Negative affect
R2 B R2 B R2 B R2 B
Step 1: Main effects .09** .33** .12** .16**
Burnout -.17* .39** .02 .24**
SCO .28** .35** .34** .26**
Step 2: Interaction effect .04* .02* <.01 .01
Burnout × SCO -.17* .13* -.01 .08
* p < .05; ** p < .01
Table 1 shows that burnout had significant main effects on negative
affect as a response to downward comparison, on negative affect from
upward comparison, and on positive affect from upward comparison, but
not on positive affect from downward comparison. Hence, in line with
Hypothesis 1, the higher individuals were in burnout, the more they
responded with negative affect to downward comparison and the less they
responded with positive affect to upward comparison. In addition,
individuals high in burnout responded also more negatively to upward
comparison, but they did not respond less positively to downward
comparison.
Table 1 also shows that, as predicted in Hypothesis 2, high-SCO
individuals reported more affect, positive and negative, from social
comparison in general. In addition, burnout and SCO had significant
interaction effects on positive affect (see Figure 1) and negative affect from
upward comparison. Inspection of the simple slopes (see Aiken & West,
1991) revealed that both positive and negative affect from upward
comparison were more strongly related to burnout among high-SCO
individuals (B = -.33, p < .01 and B = .51, p < .01, respectively) as
compared to low-SCO individuals (B = .02, ns and B = .25, p < .01,
respectively). Hence, Hypothesis 3, which stated that SCO would enhance
the effect of burnout on the affective responses to upward and downward
comparison, was therefore supported with respect to upward comparison.
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Figure 1. Positive affect as a response to upward comparison as a function
of burnout and social comparison orientation.
Study 2
Introduction
Study 1 retrospectively assessed affective responses to social
comparison and indicated that individuals high in burnout interpreted
downward comparison in a more negative way and upward comparison in
a less positive way than individuals low in burnout. We also found that SCO
moderated the effect of burnout on the affective responses to upward
comparison, but not to downward comparison. That is, especially among
individuals with a strong SCO, upward comparison induced less positive
and more negative affect as burnout was higher. 
A second study was designed to further explore the mediating role of
identification and contrast processes on the affective consequences of social
comparison. In this study, we used an experimental paradigm and we
assessed identification-contrast processes and affect separately. With this
paradigm, we could determine to what extent identification-contrast
processes are responsible for the more negative interpretation of downward
comparison information and the less positive interpretation of upward
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comparison information among individuals in a state of burnout. In
addition, as suggested by Wood (1996), it would be possible to determine
whether an experimental method yields conclusions about the affective
consequences of social comparison information similar to those of a
retrospective method. We confronted individuals with a scenario about a
well functioning or a poorly functioning colleague, after which we
measured positive and negative affect, as well as the identification with the
comparison target. This experimental paradigm, using scenarios containing
comparison information, has been used in earlier studies (e.g., Gibbons &
Gerrard, 1989; Van der Zee, Buunk et al.,1998; Ybema & Buunk, 1995).
Similarly as in Study 1, it was expected that as levels of burnout increased,
individuals would display more negative affective reactions following
downward social comparison and less positive affective reactions following
upward comparison (Hypothesis 1). In addition, based on Study 1 and the
study by Van der Zee, Oldersma et al. (1998), we expected that the
influence of burnout on the responses to upward comparison would be more
pronounced among teachers with a strong SCO (Hypothesis 2).
As individuals high in burnout are expected to report less favorable
affective reactions to social comparison than individuals low in burnout, the
Identification-Contrast model (Buunk & Buunk, 1997) suggests that
individuals high in burnout will identify and contrast themselves in a less
self-serving way than individuals low in burnout. Phrased differently, one
of the reasons that individuals high in burnout are expected to report more
negative affect after downward comparison and less positive affect after
upward comparison may be that they tend to identify more with others who
are worse off and less with others who are better off. Hence, it is expected
that, with increasing levels of burnout, individuals will identify less (i.e.,
contrast more) with a better-off other and will contrast less (i.e., identify
more) with a worse-off other (Hypothesis 3). Moreover, as can be seen in
Figure 2, it is hypothesized that the less favorable affective responses to
comparison information among individuals with a high level of burnout
will be the result of (i.e., will be mediated by) identification-contrast
processes (Hypothesis 4). 
An important theoretical question is at what point in the interpretation of
comparison information social comparison orientation (SCO) plays a role.
In methodological terms, the question is which paths in our mediational
model (see Figure 2) are moderated by social comparison orientation. There
are two possible ways in which SCO may influence the affective
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consequences of comparison information. One possibility is that SCO
influences the affective consequences by intensifying identification-
contrast processes. In other words, identification and contrast processes
may be more pronounced among individuals with a strong SCO. The other
possibility is that SCO influences the affective consequences of
identification and contrast; that is, SCO may act upon the amount of
positive and negative affect derived from upward and downward
identification and contrast. In Study 2, we explored whether SCO
influences either identification and contrast processes, or the affective
consequences of these processes, or both.
Figure 2. Predicting mood following upward and downward social
comparison.
Method
Participants and procedure  
The sample included 190 teachers in secondary education. The mean age
of the participants was 44 years (SD = 9.2) and 60% of the sample was
male. The average experience as a teacher was 18 years (SD = 9.6).




















Participants were given a questionnaire that they could fill out at home.
This questionnaire consisted of two sections. The first section consisted of
several measures (see also Brenninkmeijer et al., 2001a), including
measures of burnout and social comparison orientation. 
Burnout. Similarly as in Study 1, we measured burnout with the Dutch
version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory for teachers (MBI-NL-Le,
Schaufeli & Van Horn, 1995). In this sample, the internal consistency of the
subscales for exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment
was .91, .61, and .84, respectively. Again, the personal accomplishment
items were reversed and then all items were added up to one burnout
measure (Cronbach’s α .85). In this sample, the ‘Exhaustion + 1’ criterion
(see Study 1) yielded a burnout percentage of 15.3%. 
Social comparison orientation. The measure of social comparison
orientation (SCO) was the same as in Study 1, i.e., the Iowa-Netherlands
Comparison Orientation Measure (INCOM; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). In
the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .85.
Experimental manipulation. The second part of the questionnaire was an
experimental section in which we gave participants social comparison
information (see Appendix, page 90) and in which we assessed their
reaction to the comparison information offered. Participants were randomly
assigned to conditions. Participants in the upward comparison condition
read a scenario about a well functioning teacher named Wil, which is a
gender-neutral name in the Netherlands. This teacher was highly inspiring,
always came up with exciting educational material, and gave pupils a lot of
personal attention. In the downward comparison condition, participants
were given a scenario about a poorly functioning teacher. This teacher was
not very inspiring, did not come up with exciting material, and did not give
the pupils a lot of personal attention. The scenarios were based on an earlier
experiment in which teachers generated behaviors of superior or inferior
teachers (Brenninkmeijer, VanYperen, & Buunk, 2001b). In a pretest
among 30 teachers in secondary education, we checked whether individuals
perceived the upward scenario as more upward than the downward
scenario. Individuals randomly received either the upward or downward
scenario (i.e., the design was between-subjects), after which they were
asked how they rated their own functioning compared to the target. This
item could be answered on a 5-point scale ranging from much less good
(coded as 1) to much better (coded as 5). It appeared that individuals rated
their own functioning compared to the target as lower when they compared
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upward rather than downward (t(28) = -10.56, p < .01). Furthermore, they
rated their own functioning as worse than the upward target and as better
than the downward target. Both means (Mupward = 2.00, SD = 0.54 and
Mdownward = 4.17, SD = 0.59) differed significantly from 3 (t(14) = -7.25 and
7.69, ps < .01), which is the point at which one perceives oneself as equally
good as the target. In the final study, the scenario was followed by several
measures that assessed the participants’ reaction to the comparison
information. The measures in the experimental section included affect and
identification-contrast, which could be answered on a 5-point scale ranging
from not at all (1) to very much (5).
Affect. Positive and negative affect were each measured with three
questions. The items measuring positive affect were: “To what extent does
this fragment give you a positive feeling?”; “To what extent do you find this
fragment inspiring?”; and “To what extent do you find this fragment
hopeful?” The negative-affect items were: “To what extent does this
fragment give you a negative feeling?”; “To what extent do you find this
fragment discouraging?”; and “To what extent do you find this fragment
threatening?” Cronbach’s alphas for positive and negative affect were .85
and .74, respectively. Positive and negative affect correlated on in the
downward condition -.43 (p < .01) and in the upward condition -.45 (p <
.01).
Identification-contrast. Identification-contrast with the comparison
target was measured with three items relating to identification and two
items relating to contrast. The items measuring identification were as
follows: “Do you recognize something of yourself in Wil?”; “Do you think
you resemble Wil?”; and “Do you think that in the future you will reach (or
will keep) Wil’s position?” The remaining two items measured contrast and
were: “Do you think that Wil is another kind of person than you?” and “Do
you see a contrast between you and Wil?” Because identification refers to
a focus on similarities with the comparison target and to the belief that one
may attain the position of the target, it seems to be the opposite of contrast,
which refers to a focus on differences with the comparison target and to the
belief that one will not reach the position of the target. As such,
identification and contrast can be considered as the two poles of a
continuum, and accordingly, we recoded items measuring contrast, so that
a high score on the identification-contrast measure signifies high
identification and low contrast. In a principal components factor-analysis,
one factor emerged with an Eigenvalue greater than 1 (3.62), explaining
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72.5% of the variance. Accordingly, the internal consistency of the scale
was very high (Cronbach’s α .90)
Results
Affective consequences. To assess the influence of burnout and the
moderating role of SCO on the affective consequences of social comparison
information (see Hypotheses 1 and 2), we regressed positive and negative
affect on comparison direction (coded as -1 for the downward condition and
+1 for the upward condition), burnout, SCO, and the interactions between
these variables. 
Table 2. Results of hierarchical regression of positive affect, negative affect
and identification-contrast on burnout, SCO and comparison direction
(Study 2).
Positive affect Negative affect Identification-
Contrast
R2 B R2 B R2 B
Step 1: Main effects .43** .40** .44**
Burnout -.17* .22** -.08
SCO .12* .05 .10
Comparison direction .64** -.59** .66**
Step 2: Two-way interactions .04** <.01 .11**
Burnout × SCO -.12* -.06 -.04
Burnout × Comparison direction -.15** .06 -.33**
SCO × Comparison direction .06 .04 .06
Step 3: Three-way interaction .01* <.01 <.01
Burnout × SCO × Comparison direction -.11* .10 -.03
* p < .05; ** p < .01
Table 2 shows that upward comparison induced more positive and less
negative affect than downward comparison. Furthermore, individuals with
a strong SCO reported more positive affect following social comparison. 
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In addition, we found a main effect of burnout on negative affect,
indicating that with increasing levels of burnout, individuals reported more
negative affect after both upward and downward comparison. Increasing
levels of burnout also led to less positive affect, but this effect was qualified
by a significant interaction between burnout and comparison direction (see
Figure 3). It appeared that it was only after upward comparison that
individuals experienced less positive affect with increasing levels of
burnout (Bupward = -.29, p < .01 vs. Bdownward = -.01, ns). Hence, the
prediction that individuals high in burnout would report more negative
affect after downward comparison and less positive affect after upward
comparison (Hypothesis 1) was confirmed. In line with Study 1, no
interaction was found between burnout and comparison direction on
negative affect. This means that not only after downward comparison, but
also after upward comparison, individuals reported more negative affect
with increasing levels of burnout.
Figure 3. Positive affect as a function of burnout and comparison direction.
Table 2 also shows an interaction effect between SCO and burnout on
positive affect, but this effect was qualified by a three-way interaction. It
appeared that it was only in the upward comparison condition that the
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interaction between burnout and SCO was significant (Bupward = -.19, p <
.01 vs. Bdownward = .03, ns). As Figure 4 shows, only among high-SCO
individuals, upward comparison generated less positive affect as burnout
was stronger (Bhigh-SCO = -.47, p < .01 vs. Blow-SCO = -.09, ns). Thus, the
expectation that SCO would enhance the link between burnout and affect
following upward comparison (Hypothesis 2) was confirmed with regard to
positive affect. 
Figure 4. Positive affect after upward comparison as a function of burnout
and social comparison orientation.
Identification-contrast. To determine whether burnout influenced
identification-contrast processes (see Hypothesis 3), identification-contrast
was regressed on burnout and comparison direction. Table 2 shows that,
over all, individuals identified more with the upward target than with the
downward target. In addition, and as expected in Hypothesis 3, we found a
two-way interaction (see Figure 5), indicating that individuals in the
upward condition identified less as burnout levels increased (B = -.38, p <
.01), whereas individuals in the downward condition identified more as
burnout levels increased (B = .28, p < .01)10.
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Figure 5. Identification as a function of burnout and comparison direction.
Because burnout had significant associations with identification-
contrast, as well as with positive affect in the upward condition (B = -.29,
p < .01) and negative affect in both conditions (B = .39, p < .01), we
examined to what extent identification-contrast mediated the effects of
burnout. To test whether indeed the less favorable affective responses to
comparison information among individuals high in burnout were the result
of (i.e., were mediated by) identification-contrast processes (Hypothesis 4),
we performed regression analyses in which we entered identification-
contrast and burnout simultaneously (see Baron & Kenny, 1986). These
analyses were performed for both conditions separately. When the effect of
identification-contrast is significant and renders the effect of burnout non-
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10 One may wonder, as a reviewer noted, how informative it is to know that individuals
in a state of burnout, who are characterized by reduced personal accomplishment,
identify less with a high performing target and more with a poorly performing target.
However, it appeared that this results cannot be attributed to the influence of personal
accomplishment alone: Identical analyses were performed for each burnout subscale
separately and revealed similar interactions of comparison direction with emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment (B = -.26, B = -.32, and B
= .30, respectively, all ps < .01). 

















significant, identification-contrast fully mediates the relationship. When it
only reduces the effect of burnout, partial mediation holds. As shown in
Table 3, identification-contrast had a significant main effect on positive
affect in the upward condition, indicating that positive affect was higher as
upward identification was stronger. The effect of burnout was no longer
significant, which suggests that identification-contrast fully mediated the
effect of burnout on the experience of positive affect following upward
comparison. The effect of burnout on negative affect after upward
comparison and downward was slightly reduced and the effects of
identification-contrast were significant, pointing to a partially mediating
role of identification-contrast. 
Table 3. Results of regression of positive and negative affect after upward
comparison and downward comparison on burnout and identification-
contrast (Study 2).
Upward comparison Downward comparison
Positive affect Negative affect Positive affect Negative affect
R2 B R2 B R2 B R2 B
Step 1: Main effects .48** .22** .01 .12**
Burnout -.02 .20** -.04 30*
Identification-contrast .72** -.21** .11 -.55**
* p < .05; ** p < .01
To test whether SCO moderated the relationship between burnout and
identification-contrast (see Figure 2), we regressed identification-contrast
on burnout, SCO, comparison direction, and the interactions between these
variables, which showed that SCO was not a moderator (see Table 2).
Although we did not find significant three-way interactions of SCO,
identification-contrast, and comparison direction on positive and negative
affect (for both variables R2 < .01, ns), we tested whether SCO moderated
the links between identification-contrast and affect by regressing in each
condition positive and negative affect on identification-contrast and SCO
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Table 4. Results of hierarchical regression of positive and negative affect
after upward and downward comparison on identification-contrast and
SCO (Study 2).
Upward comparison Downward comparison
Positive affect Negative affect Positive affect Negative affect
R2 B R2 B R2 B R2 B
Step 1: Main effects .48** .18** .02 .04
Identification-contrast .73** -.33** .08 -.31
SCO .05 .14 .05 .08
Step 2: Interaction effect .03* .02 <.01 <.01
Identification-contrast × SCO .18* -.11 .03 .01
* p < .05; ** p < .01 
(see Table 4). The two-way interaction on positive affect following upward
was significant, indicating that identification-contrast with the upward
target was more strongly related to positive affect among high-SCO
individuals (B = .95, p < .01) than among low-SCO individuals (B = .59, p
< .01). It appeared that especially among high-SCO individuals, upward
identification was accompanied by positive affect. Our final model
concerning the experience of positive affect from upward comparison is
depicted in Figure 6.
Figure 6. Predicting positive affect following upward social comparison.












Two studies were conducted to determine the affective consequences of
upward and downward comparison information among individuals with
different levels of burnout. In Study 1, we investigated retrospectively how
individuals responded to comparison with better-off and worse-off others.
This study confirmed our expectation that individuals interpreted
downward comparison information more negatively and interpreted
upward comparison information less positively as their burnout levels
increased. An identical pattern emerged in Study 2, in which we confronted
individuals with a scenario about a well or poorly functioning colleague.
With increasing levels of burnout, individuals reported more negative affect
after downward comparison and less positive affect after upward
comparison. As such, our findings underline that positive and negative
affect reflect different psychological processes (cf. Watson et al., 1999).
More specific, they are congruent with the notion that positive affect is
associated with the approach of rewarding situations, whereas negative
affect is associated with withdrawal from threatening situations. Because
positive affect is related to opportunities and obtaining resources, upward
comparison will induce mainly positive feelings, especially in the case of
identification with the better-off other. Downward comparison does not
indicate something to strive for, but rather something to avoid, and will
therefore evoke primarily negative affect, especially in the case of
identification with the worse-off other.
The fact that the two rather different methods yielded similar
conclusions about the affective consequences of social comparison
substantiates the validity of the two paradigms and the reliability of our
results. Moreover, the findings are in line with research employing other,
though related, aspects of mental health, including stress, neuroticism, and
perceptions of control, and conducted in different populations (Van der Zee,
Buunk et al., 1998; Ybema & Buunk, 1995). Hence, there is increasing
converging evidence that a variety of measures assessing (a lack of) mental
health influence the capacity to use social comparison information in a self-
serving way and, in particular, the ability to derive positive affect from
upward comparison and to avoid negative affect from downward
comparison. 
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Both studies indicate, however, like the studies of Van der Zee, Buunk,
et al. (1998) and Ybema and Buunk (1995), that individuals high in burnout
responded more negatively to upward comparison as well. Hence, these
individuals seem to perceive upward comparison as a danger or threat,
perhaps because it made them aware of their inferiority or their low
personal accomplishment. As noted by numerous authors, being
outperformed by a superior other may pose a threat to one’s self-esteem and
may therefore evoke a negative mood and a low sense of well-being (e.g.,
Buunk & Ybema, 1997; Diener & Fujita, 1997; Morse & Gergen, 1970).
The finding that downward comparison generated less positive affect
and more negative affect than upward comparison, irrespective of the
individual’s level of burnout, is in contrast with Wills’ downward
comparison theory (1981), which emphasizes the beneficial effects of
downward comparison for individuals experiencing a decline in well-being.
It might be that Wills’ downward comparison theory applies only under
certain conditions. Buunk and Ybema (1997) noted that individuals may
profit more from downward comparison with an abstract person (e.g., in the
form of a test score) than with an actual person. As mentioned earlier,
Bulman (Brickman & Bulman, 1977) reported that interviewing paralyzed
individuals depressed her and reminded her of her own vulnerability. She
seemed to realize that misfortune could also happen to her. Furthermore,
according to Gibbons and Gerrard (1991; see also Aspinwall & Taylor,
1993), downward comparison information would be beneficial only for
individuals whose well-being is both permanently and temporarily
threatened. This suggests that individuals in a state of burnout may benefit
from downward comparison only when their well-being is even further
endangered, such as when receiving a bad evaluation.
Identification-Contrast
Identification-contrast processes are considered important in
determining the affective consequences of social comparison (e.g., Buunk
& Ybema, 1997): Identification with an upward target and contrast with a
downward target may ameliorate mood and foster a sense of relative
superiority, whereas downward identification and upward contrast may
have detrimental effects. In Study 2, we utilized a scale that assessed
identification-contrast separately from affect to investigate how
identification-contrast processes are related to burnout and to the affective
consequences of social comparison. We expected that individuals in a state
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of burnout would identify themselves in a less self-serving manner. In line
with our expectation, and with the findings of Buunk, Ybema, Van der Zee
et al. (2001), we found that individuals high in burnout identified less (i.e.,
contrasted more) upward and contrasted less (i.e., identified more)
downward. One possible explanation for this effect would be that
individuals in a state of burnout are characterized by low levels of
perceived control and high levels of neuroticism. A sense of control and a
low degree of neuroticism may be essential for perceiving the position of a
better-off other as attainable and the position of a worse-off other as
avoidable. Indeed, in a study by Van der Zee, Buunk et al. (1998),
neuroticism appeared to be related to less upward identification and more
downward identification. Hence, it seems that individuals low in burnout,
rather than those high in burnout, are characterized by high expectations
about their own performance. Or perhaps individuals in a state of burnout
have adjusted their previously high expectations to their actual functioning.
It is often assumed that unrealistically high expectations trigger the
development of burnout, although the empirical evidence for this
assumption is not conclusive (Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998).
Identification-contrast processes were expected to mediate the affective
responses among individuals high and low in burnout. With respect to
negative after upward and downward comparison, identification seemed to
mediate only partly the effect of burnout. Hence, although individuals high
in burnout identified and contrasted themselves in a less adaptive way, this
was not the only reason that they experienced negative feelings after
comparison. With respect to the positive affective consequences of upward
comparison, identification fully mediated the effect of burnout. That is,
those high in burnout derived less positive affect from upward comparison
because they identified less with the better-off other. This finding is
analogous to the results in the Ybema and Buunk study (1995), in which
identification mediated the relationship between perceived control and the
amount of positive affect following upward comparison. In addition, the
results are in line with Collins (2000), who suggests that individuals with
low self-esteem may not expect to be similar to upward targets and may
therefore not assimilate with these targets. Thus, several studies indicate
that individuals high in burnout or low in self-esteem have a reduced
capacity to identify with better-off others. Nonetheless, in a study by
Brown, Novick, Lord, and Richards (1992), individuals low in self-esteem
showed a relatively strong motivation to enhance themselves when
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confronted with an upward target with whom they shared a distinctive
similarity. Hence, individuals low in self-esteem or high in burnout may
find it difficult to fulfill their need for self-enhancement by identifying
upward, unless perhaps similarities with an upward target are striking or are
pointed out to them. Another possibility would be that individuals may find
it easier to identify upward when they are given the opportunity to choose
or to cognitively construct the upward targets themselves (cf. Buunk,
Oldersma et al., 2001). Thus, in a future experiment, self-enhancement may
be induced among individuals in a state of burnout by having them think
about similarities between themselves and better-off, self-chosen others (cf.
Stapel & Koomen, 2001). 
An alternative interpretation for the finding that individuals high in
burnout reported less upward identification would be that upward
identification might serve as a buffer against burnout. That is, these
individuals may be in a state of burnout just because they are not able, for
some reason, to identify with better-off others. Upward identification might
foster feelings of superiority and might protect one against burnout. That is,
individuals might derive a sense of self-efficacy from upward identification
or might learn how to deal with difficulties (Bandura, 1982) and may in this
way escape burnout (see also Ybema & Buunk, 1995).  However, we did
not design our experiment to examine this reasoning and the results are, as
could be expected, more in line with our former interpretation. Further,
prospective research would be necessary to examine the relationship
between upward identification in general and the development of burnout
symptoms.
Social comparison orientation
In both studies, we expected that the affective consequences of
comparison information would be more pronounced among individuals
with a high SCO, that is, among individuals with a strong dispositional need
to compare themselves with others. It appeared that the affective reactions
to upward comparison were moderated by SCO: The higher individuals
were in burnout, the less positively and the more negatively they interpreted
upward comparison information (Study 1) and the less positive affect they
derived from upward comparison (Study 2), but only, or particularly, if they
were high in SCO. Although the retrospective study suggests that both
positive and negative responses to upward comparison are moderated by
SCO, the experimental study indicates that after forced upward comparison,
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this is true only for the experience of positive affect. Both studies indicate,
however, that SCO does not moderate reactions to downward comparison.
One possible, although purely hypothetical explanation for the absence of a
moderating effect on the responses to downward comparison would be that
teachers may have a lower interest in downward comparison because of the
learning environment in education. Teachers may focus more on
information that could help improve their performance rather than on
information that just makes them feel good about their performance. Hence,
upward comparison may affect teachers, especially those with a high need
for this information, more than downward comparison. 
In Study 2, we also investigated the mechanism through which SCO
influences the experience of positive affect after upward comparison. Is it
by enhancing identification-contrast processes or by intensifying the
affective consequences of identification-contrast? Rather than intensifying
identification and contrast processes, SCO appeared to enhance the amount
of positive affect derived from upward identification. This finding is
theoretically quite important because it suggests that not everyone may
profit to the same extent from upward identification: In particular those
with a strong dispositional need for social comparison information derived
positive affect from upward identification. As these individuals seem to be
characterized by feelings of uncertainty (see Gibbons & Buunk, 1999),
upward comparison may reassure them that they are indeed nearly as good
as the upward target, whereas this information may add little to the sense of
certainty of highly confident individuals (but see Buunk et al., 1990).
It should be mentioned that the amount of explained variance in our
studies, in particular the variance explained by the interaction effects, was
not very high. However, studies using ANOVA generally do not report R2
and calculation of R2 often reveals values equal, or lower than our own.
More importantly, a critical remark is warranted on the use of explained
variance as a measure of the importance of the findings (O’Grady, 1982;
Rosenthal & Rubin, 1979). Rosenthal and Rubin (1979) have shown that
explained variance can be a deceptive measure, by giving an example of a
fictitious experiment (N = 100) in which a variable has important effects
(30 vs. 70% survival following treatment), but accounts only for 16%
explained variance. In addition, several features of our studies may have
accounted for the low explained variance (O’Grady, 1982): For instance,
we used experimental designs, which generally explain less variance than
correlational studies, and we used a modest number of predictors, which
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also limits the amount of explained variance (O’Grady, 1982). In sum, a
low amount of explained variance does not necessarily imply that the
relevance or importance of the results is limited as well.
Practical implications
Individuals are often confronted with information about others, for
instance, via the media, or through friends, colleagues, and family (see
Brickman & Bulman, 1977). In the work situation, one may receive
information about how others are functioning on a daily basis (e.g.,
Goodman, 1977). Our findings indicate that these others may be perceived
as stressors, that is, individuals may experience a decline in mood when
confronted with these others. The effects of comparison information may
therefore accumulate into a stressor of importance, particularly for those
with a strong need to compare themselves with others. In this way, social
comparison may lead to distress and may generate feelings of burnout,
which constitutes a serious problem in many Western and non-Western
countries. Although we recognize the influence of organizational stressors
such as a lack of autonomy, ineffective leadership, and role ambiguity, we
believe that a social comparison perspective has significant promise for
studying well-being, stress, and burnout (Snyder, Tennen, Affleck, &
Cheavens, 2000). Specifically, in the individual treatment of burnout, which
should be combined with interventions at an organizational level when
complaints are shared by others (e.g., VanYperen & Snijders, 2000),
attention should be given to dysfunctional social comparison processes.
People who are negatively affected by social comparison information may
learn to use social comparison information in a more self-serving way, for
instance, by focusing on similarities with better-off others. As such, social
comparison may be changed from a source of distress into a tool for self-
enhancement. 
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Appendix 
Scenario containing downward (between brackets) and upward (in italics)
social comparison information (Study 2).
Wil Heesink is a [poorly] exceptionally well functioning teacher. For
instance, pupils think that Wil teaches in a [rather uninspiring] highly
inspiring way and [seldom] always comes up with ‘exciting’ material. Wil
[does not give] gives much personal attention to pupils and [does not show]
shows much interest in the background of the pupils. Furthermore, Wil
keeps order [poorly] well and [fairly often bursts] does not burst out toward
pupils. So not surprisingly, pupils [fairly often] seldom play truant during
Wil’s lessons and they find the atmosphere during class [unpleasant] very
pleasant. Wil [does not spend] spends very much attention to the general
knowledge of pupils and the final examination grades of Wil’s pupils are in
general [below] far above the national average. Furthermore, Wil can be
described as someone who works with [little] much accuracy and
conscientiousness. Tests for example, are [not] quickly corrected and the
preparation of lessons is [poor] good. Moreover, Wil is [not] actively
engaged in school matters and is therefore [often not] always informed
about the latest developments. Wil is [hardly ever] frequently asked to be a
member of a committee.
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CHAPTER 6
How to raise your satisfaction when you are burnt-out:
Focus on the dimensions on which you are doing not
poorly, rather than well, compared to others11
Abstract  -  The purpose of this study was to determine if individuals in a state of burnout
can become more satisfied with their performance through reflecting in a self-protective
way on their qualities in comparison with self-generated others. A group of 156 teachers
were asked to list dimensions on which they were doing well (i.e., self-enhancement) or
not poorly (i.e., self-protection) compared with other teachers. As expected, individuals
high in burnout derived more satisfaction and positive affect from focusing on the
dimensions on which they were doing not poorly, rather than well, possibly because they
are particularly concerned to avoid a sense of inferiority. It is suggested that in the long
term, reflecting in a self-protective way on one’s qualities might even help to combat
burnout. The implications concerning the theorizing on approach and avoidance
orientations are discussed.
Burnout and related issues are currently receiving more and more
attention. Although estimates vary considerably, depending on the
occupational field and the criteria applied for burnout, it is clear that the
prevalence of burnout in our society is high and that levels of occupational
stress are steadily increasing (Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Moreover, the
negative consequences of burnout, such as job dissatisfaction, reduced
commitment, absenteeism, and turnover, are manifold (see Burke &
Richardsen, 2001; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). As a consequence,
burnout not only poses a problem for individuals afflicted by it, but also for
the recipients of their services (e.g., clients, patients, and pupils). In
addition, the costs of disability pensions and replacement of burnt-out
individuals place a burden on society. In the present study, the research
population consisted of teachers in secondary education, a profession that
has the reputation of being plagued by burnout (e.g., Rudow, 1999).
Burnout is commonly regarded as a syndrome of emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment, resulting from
prolonged stress at work (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; see Maslach,
Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2000). Emotional exhaustion, the core component of
11 This chapter is based on: Brenninkmeijer, V., Buunk, B.P., & VanYperen, N.W (2001).
How to raise your satisfaction when you are burnt-out: focus on the dimensions on which
you are doing not poorly, rather than well, compared to others. Manuscript submitted for
publication. 
burnout, refers to a depletion in emotional resources: One feels emotionally
drained at the end of a working day. Depersonalization, the second
component of burnout, denotes a cynical, negative attitude toward one’s
work or toward the recipients of one’s service: Harsh jokes and
stereotypical comments on clients are expressions of depersonalization.
The third component of burnout, reduced personal accomplishment, refers
to a perceived decline in one’s performance: One feels ineffective and has
doubts about one’s ability to deal with problems at work.
As apparent from the definition of burnout, individuals suffering from
this syndrome have lowered levels of satisfaction with their professional
performance, an issue that is of primary concern in the present study. The
central question addressed in this study is whether individuals in a state of
burnout can become more satisfied with their performance at work through
reflecting in a self-protective way on their own qualities in comparison with
others. It is also examined to which extent positive affect is fostered by
these kinds of comparisons. The assumption is that reflecting on one’s
qualities in comparison with others may serve as an emotion-focused
coping strategy with immediate benefits, such as a sense of satisfaction
with one’s performance at work and positive affect, and possibly with long
term consequences as well. That is, raising these individuals’ satisfaction
and mood may not only be a pleasant experience for them -- it is, of course,
more enjoyable to feel contented rather than frustrated about one’s
performance -- in the long term, a sense of satisfaction may contribute to a
decrease in feelings of burnout. When individuals in a state of burnout
become more satisfied with their performance at work, they might ease the
pressure and might hence reduce further exhaustion. In addition, positive
affect seems to stimulate broad-minded coping and creative problem
solving (Fredrickson, 2000), and may in this way help to combat burnout.
Reflecting on one’s own qualities in comparison with others may be
particularly beneficial when individuals generate the comparison targets
themselves. Comparing oneself with self-chosen or self-construed others,
rather than with imposed comparison targets, leaves more room for
distortion and, hence, for a self-serving interpretation: One is less bounded
by reality. It may be relatively easy to selectively focus on specific
individuals, or to construe individuals in such a way that one can feel good
about oneself. Moreover, one can more easily concentrate on dimensions,
or construe vague or ambiguous comparison dimensions in order to let a
comparison turn out favorably. Especially comparison on vague,
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ambiguous dimensions, such as ‘morality’, provides possibilities for a
favorable, self-serving interpretation (Dunning, Meyerowitz, & Holzberg,
1989; VanYperen, 1992).
A number of studies have pointed towards the beneficial consequences
of comparisons with self-generated others. In a survey study among cancer
patients by Wood, Taylor, and Lichtman (1985), individuals appeared to
engage in comparison with self-construed worse-off others. Cancer patients
reported, for instance, that they sometimes compared themselves with
patients who had been abandoned by their spouse, despite the fact that only
a small proportion of such patients are actually left by their spouse (Taylor,
Wood, & Lichtman, 1983). Wood et al. suggested that these comparisons
were beneficial because they may help to lower feelings of victimization
(see also Wills, 1981). Furthermore, an experimental study by Buunk,
Oldersma, and De Dreu (2001) indicates that comparison with self-
generated others may have a positive impact on relationship satisfaction.
Individuals were more satisfied with their relationship when they had listed
dimensions on which their relationship was better than the relationship of
most others, compared to a no-comparison condition, in which they listed
dimensions on which their relationship was good. 
In the present study, the consequences of comparisons with self-
generated others are investigated, whereby we make a distinction between
self-enhancing and self-protective comparisons (e.g., Baumeister, 1993;
Tice, 1993). Comparing oneself in a self-enhancing way means that one
strives for a positive view of oneself vis-à-vis others: One tries to obtain a
sense of superiority, of ‘doing well compared to others’. In contrast,
comparing oneself in a self-protective way denotes that one tries to avoid a
negative view of oneself vis-à-vis others: One tries to avoid a sense of
inferiority, of ‘doing poorly compared to others’.
Self-protection tends to be a particularly important motive for
individuals low in self-esteem (e.g., Baumeister, 1993; Tice, 1991, 1993;
Wood, Giordano-Beech, Taylor, Michela, & Gaus, 1994). To illustrate, Tice
(1993) describes individuals with low self-esteem as follows: “They appear
to be cautious, uncertain people who desire success but fear failure - and the
fear often outweighs the desire, resulting in an attitude of self-protection”
(p. 50). In contrast, individuals with high self-esteem seem to be primarily
concerned to enhance themselves: They aim to be exceptionally competent
or far above average. Studies on self-handicapping self-presentation and
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task persistence in relation to self-esteem allude to the importance of the
self-protection motive for individuals low in self-esteem (see Tice, 1993). 
Given their reduced sense of competency and low self-esteem (e.g,
Janssen, Schaufeli, & Houkes, 2000), individuals suffering from burnout
may be primarily concerned to protect their self-image, and hence, to avoid
a sense of inferiority toward others. Perceiving a decline in their
professional performance, these individuals may be particularly afraid that,
sooner or later, they will be inferior to others. Indeed, research by Buunk,
Ybema, Gibbons, and Ipenburg (2001) shows that, with increasing levels of
burnout, individuals are more afraid that they will end up in the position of
a poorly functioning colleague. Moreover, enhancing themselves or
obtaining a sense of superiority may be ‘aiming too high’ for these
individuals, as they may believe that they lack the necessary ability or
competence to defeat or win from other individuals. In line with this
reasoning, a study by Brenninkmeijer, VanYperen, and Buunk (2001b)
showed that individuals in a state of burnout experienced a decline in what
was defined as positive superiority, that is the perception of ‘being better
than others’ (see Van Lange & Breukelaar, 1992). In contrast, these
individuals seemed able to preserve a sense of negative superiority, the
perception of ‘being less bad than others’. Brenninkmeijer et al. (2001b)
asked teachers to generate either positive or negative behaviors that other
teachers performed more often and less often than they did. Superiority was
computed by comparing the cognitive accessibility of behaviors that others
performed more often with the cognitive accessibility of behaviors that
others performed less often. Negative behaviors that others performed more
often could be generated more quickly and were richer in content than
negative behaviors that others performed less often, even among
individuals in a state of burnout. Hence, individuals in a state of burnout
seemed able to preserve a sense of negative superiority, and hence to protect
themselves from feeling inferior. Among individuals low in burnout,
positive behaviors that others performed less often were also generated
more quickly and were richer in content than positive behaviors that others
performed more often. This tendency was reduced, however, among
individuals in a state of burnout, indicating that these individuals
experienced a decline in positive superiority, and could not enhance
themselves to the same extent as healthy individuals could.
Because the need to protect themselves may override the desire to
enhance themselves, individuals in a state of burnout may be particularly
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relieved to realize that they are not inferior to others. It is therefore
proposed that individuals in a state of burnout may derive more satisfaction
with their performance at work and more positive affect from concentrating
on the dimensions on which they are not doing poorly compared to others,
rather than on the dimensions on which they are doing well compared to
others. In the present field experiment, teachers were asked to indicate
either in which ways they are doing well (i.e, a self-enhancing focus) or in
which ways they are not doing poorly (i.e., a self-protective focus) in
comparison with self-generated other teachers. It was assessed to what
extent this task evoked a sense of satisfaction with one’s performance as a
teacher as well as positive affect. Because a possible difference between the
two self-serving kinds of comparison would be that individuals in one
condition formulate their qualities in a different way, or generate a larger
number of qualities than in the other condition, it was also examined how
many aspects individuals generated and whether they formulated their
qualities in a positive way (e.g., ‘paying attention to pupils’, ‘flexibility’, or
‘humor’) or in a negative way (e.g., ‘not worrying’, ‘rarely absent’, or ‘no
conflicts’). In this way, it could be assessed whether the number or the
formulation of the generated aspects could account for the difference
between the two self-serving kinds of comparisons.
Method
Participants and procedure
Our sample consisted of 156 teachers in secondary education, a
profession in which burnout is a well-known phenomenon (e.g., Rudow,
1999). The sample consisted for 58% of male participants. The mean age of
the participants was 45 years (SD = 8.7) and the average experience as a
teacher was 19 years (SD = 9.8). Participants were given a questionnaire
that they could fill out at home and subsequently return in a postage-free
envelope. In total, 18.4% of the teachers returned the questionnaire. One
teacher had misunderstood the instructions and the answers of this
participant were therefore excluded from statistical analysis.
Burnout. Burnout was measured with a Dutch version of the Maslach
Burnout Inventory for teachers (MBI-NL-Le, Schaufeli & Van Horn, 1995),
which consists of three subscales: Emotional Exhaustion,
Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment (cf. Maslach & Jackson,
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1981). The internal consistency of the subscales for exhaustion,
depersonalization, and personal accomplishment was .88, .66, and .81,
respectively. The relatively low internal consistency of depersonalization
was in line with several other studies (e.g., Van Horn, Schaufeli, &
Enzmann, 1999; VanYperen, 1996). Because our primary interest was to
investigate effects of burnout in general, and not of the separate dimensions
of burnout, we recoded the personal accomplishment items and then
summed all the items of the MBI into one burnout measure. Cronbach’s
alpha for this total scale was .87. To get an indication of the burnout
percentage in our experiment, we used a criterion developed by
Brenninkmeijer and VanYperen (1999). Brenninkmeijer and VanYperen
investigated how burnout could be most accurately assessed in a non-
clinical sample by comparing the scores on the three burnout subscales of
44 well-performing persons with the scores of 29 persons diagnosed by
clinicians as suffering from burnout. For a non-clinical population, the
‘Exhaustion + 1’ criterion resulted in a low (6.8%) chance of falsely
labeling a person as burnt-out. According to this criterion, a person should
be considered as burnt-out when he or she not only scores high (75th
percentile or higher) on emotional exhaustion, but also high (75th
percentile or higher) on depersonalization or low (25th percentile or lower)
on personal accomplishment. In this experiment, in which participants were
compared to a Dutch norm group of 916 teachers working in secondary
education (Schaufeli & Van Horn, 1995), this criterion yielded a burnout
percentage of 20.6%.
Experimental manipulation. The second part of the questionnaire was an
experimental section in which participants were requested to describe
themselves as a teacher. Dependent on the condition to which they were
assigned, a self-enhancing or self-protective focus was induced.
Participants in the self-enhancement condition were asked to list
dimensions on which they were doing well compared with other teachers,
whereas those in the self-protection condition were asked to list dimensions
on which they were not doing poorly compared with other teachers. We told
individuals to take their time and, similarly as in the study by Buunk,
Oldersma et al. (2001), to generate as many aspects as possible, with a
minimum of five aspects. Each aspect could be written down in a separate
box. It was assessed how many aspects individuals generated, as well as the
way in which the aspects were formulated. Two independent raters judged
whether the aspects individuals generated were formulated in a positive
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way (e.g., ‘paying attention to pupils’, ‘flexibility’, or ‘humor’) or in a
negative way (e.g., ‘not worrying’, ‘rarely absent’, or ‘no conflicts’). If the
description of an aspect contained one or more negative formulations, the
total aspect was scored as ‘negatively formulated’. The raters reached
complete agreement: Cohen’s kappa (Cohen, 1960), as a measure for the
interrater agreement corrected for the agreement by chance, was therefore
1.00. After the experimental manipulation, we assessed the extent to which
the task evoked positive affect, as well as a sense of satisfaction with one’s
own performance.
Affect. Positive affect was measured with three questions
(Brenninkmeijer, VanYperen, & Buunk, 2000). The items were “To what
extent does this task give you a positive feeling?”; “To what extent do you
find this task inspiring?”; and “To what extent do you find this task
hopeful?”. Participants could indicate their answers on a five-point scale
that varied from not at all (1) to very much (5). Cronbach’s alpha of this
scale, as a measure for the internal consistency, was .83. 
Satisfaction with one’s performance at work. Satisfaction with one’s own
performance at work was measured with two items. We asked to what
extent individuals 1) felt more satisfied with their own performance than
before the task and 2) regarded their performance more positively than
before the task. Items could be answered on a scale ranging from not at all
(1) to very much (5). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .92. We introduced
the items by telling the participants that people might sometimes regard
themselves differently, and sometimes not, when they have read particular
information or have thought about particular things. This introduction was
meant to give individuals an opportunity to change or to maintain their self-
views after the task. 
Results
We regressed positive affect, satisfaction with one’s performance at
work, and the number of generated aspects on focus (coded as -1 for the
self-protective focus and +1 for the self-enhancing focus), burnout, and the
interaction between these variables. Means, standard deviations, and
intercorrelations of the dependent variables are displayed in Table 1.
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Table 1. Intercorrelations, means, and standard deviations of positive affect,
satisfaction with one’s professional performance, and the number of
aspects.
Satisfaction Number of aspects M SD
Positive affect .47** .38** 2.26 0.98
Satisfaction .10 1.40 0.74
Number of aspects 4.83 1.88
** p < .01
Positive affect. Table 2 shows that the two-way interaction between
burnout and focus on positive affect was significant (see Figure 1).
Inspection of the simple slopes (Aiken & West, 1991) revealed that
individuals high in burnout (1 SD above the mean) reported more positive
affect following a self-protective focus than following a self-enhancing
focus (B = -.27, p < .05), whereas no significant effect was found among
those low in burnout (B = .14, ns). Hence, as predicted, with increasing
levels of burnout, individuals reported more positive affect when they
focused on the dimensions on which they were doing not poorly, rather than
well, compared to others.
Table 2. Hierarchical regression of positive affect, satisfaction with one’s
professional performance, and the number of aspects on focus, burnout, and
the interaction between focus and burnout.
Positive affect Satisfaction Number of aspects
R2 B R2 B R2 B
Step 1: Main effects <.01 .06* <.01
Focus -.06 -.15 -.04
Burnout .01 .20* -.03
Step 2: Two-way interaction .04* .03* <.01
Focus × Burnout -.21* -.17* -.06
* p < .05
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Figure 1. Positive affect as a function of burnout and focus
Satisfaction with one’s performance at work. Table 2 shows that
individuals high in burnout reported a larger increase in satisfaction
compared to individuals low in burnout. In addition, a self-protective focus
induced a somewhat larger increase in satisfaction than a self-enhancing
focus. These effects were qualified by a significant Focus × Burnout
interaction. As depicted in Figure 2, individuals high in burnout reported a
stronger increase in satisfaction following a self-protective focus than
following a self-enhancing focus (B = -.32, p < .01). Again, no significant
effect was found among those low in burnout (B = .03, ns). As expected,
individuals in a state of burnout reported thus more increase in satisfaction
with their professional performance when they focused on the dimensions
on which they were doing not poorly, rather than well, compared to others.



















Figure 2. Satisfaction with one’s professional performance as a function of
burnout and focus
Generated aspects. The number of aspects that individuals generated
was not influenced by the type of focus, degree of burnout, or interaction
between these variables (see Table 2). Moreover, individuals formulated
their qualities almost exclusively in a positive way, rather than in a negative
way. The number of negatively formulated qualities (less than 6%) was

























12 As effects of social comparison tend to be more pronounced among individuals high
in social comparison orientation (SCO), that is, with a strong individual tendency to
compare oneself with others (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), we examined whether SCO
moderated our results. Therefore, we regressed positive affect, the satisfaction with one’s
performance and the number of aspects on burnout, focus, SCO, and the interactions
between these variables. With respect to the number of aspects generated, no main or
interaction effects of SCO were found. SCO did have a marginally significant main effect
on positive affect (B = .16, p = .05). Moreover, a significant interaction effect between
condition and SCO was found on satisfaction with one’s performance (B = -.17, p < .05),
indicating that only among those high in SCO, a self-protective focus resulted in a higher
satisfaction with one’s performance than a self-enhancing focus (BSCO-high = -.30, p <
.05, BSCO-low = -.02, ns). Social comparison orientation did not moderate the effects of
burnout.
Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to determine whether individuals
in a state of burnout can enhance the satisfaction with their performance
through reflecting in a self-protective way on their own qualities in
comparison with self-generated others. We asked 156 teachers to list
dimensions on which they were doing well (i.e., a self-enhancing focus) or
were not doing poorly (i.e., a self-protecting focus) compared to other
teachers. The distinction between these two self-serving kinds of
comparisons is important, because self-protection can be assumed to be a
particularly important motive for individuals suffering from burnout. Given
their reduced sense of accomplishment and low self-esteem, they may be
primarily concerned to avoid a sense of inferiority. These individuals may
fear that they are, or will be in the future, inferior to others and may view a
sense of superiority as ‘aiming too high’. Therefore, it was assumed that
individuals in a state of burnout would be particularly relieved to realize
that they are not inferior to others. We indeed found that these individuals
derived more satisfaction with their performance as a teacher and more
positive affect from concentrating on the dimensions on which they were
not doing poorly, rather than on the dimensions on which they were doing
well. Apparently, individuals in a state of burnout seem capable to benefit
from comparing themselves in a self-protective way, rather than in a self-
enhancing way, with self-generated others. This finding is in line with
earlier research suggesting that individuals in a state of burnout manage to
preserve a sense of ‘being less bad than others’, while their perception of
‘being better than others’ is reduced (Brenninkmeijer et al. 2001b).
Moreover, it is in accordance with a variety of studies testifying to the
dominance of the self-protection motive among individuals low in self-
esteem (e.g., Baumeister, 1993; Tice, 1991, 1993; Wood, Giordano-Beech,
Taylor, Michela, & Gaus, 1994).
Our findings may have implications for the theorizing on the two
fundamental, evolutionary adaptive motivational systems that underlie
approach and avoidance tendencies (Elliott, 1999). In the literature on goal
orientations, approach and avoidance are the equivalents of enhancement
vs. protection. An example of an approach goal is ‘outperforming my
colleagues’, whereas an example of an avoidance goal is ‘not doing worse
than my colleagues’. Research on achievement goal orientations suggests
that, prior to or during a task, these kinds of approach strategies typically
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lead to better performance than avoidance strategies (Elliott, 1999; Elliott
& McGregor, 2001, cf. Midgley, Kaplan, & Middleton, 2001). Yet, the
current findings suggest that avoidance strategies may prove highly useful
when one evaluates one’s performance at work. Especially for individuals
suffering from burnout, evaluating oneself with a protective, defensive
strategy seems to be an effective way of emotion-focused coping.
Can the strategy of comparing oneself in a self-protective way also help
to combat burnout? We believe that this may indeed be the case. In the first
place, the process of burning-out might slow down through increased levels
of satisfaction with one’s performance. When individuals in a state of
burnout, who tend to be perfectionist (Freudenberger & Richelson, 1981;
Fry, 1995; Mitchelson & Burns, 1998), become more satisfied with their
performance, they might relax and hence prevent themselves from further
burning out. For example, with increasing levels of satisfaction, they might
more easily show assertive behavior (e.g., saying ‘no’). Assertiveness is
generally seen as important to reduce or prevent burnout (e.g., Cooley &
Yovanoff, 1996; Higgins, 1986; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). In the second
place, the persistence of burnout may be influenced by the experience of
positive affect. Obviously, feeling happy is in itself a pleasant experience,
but several researchers have posited that positive feelings may have long-
term consequences as well (Fredrickson, 1998; Fredrickson, 2000; Myers,
2000; Haidt, 2000; but see also Lyubomirsky, 2000). According to
Fredrickson (1998; 2000), positive affect may augment coping resources,
including social, physical and intellectual resources, and may stimulate
broad-minded coping: It broadens one’s perspective and gives insight into
one’s situation. Positive affect may therefore be particularly important for
individuals in a state of burnout, whose capacity for creative problem
solving and proactive behavior has diminished (Noworol, Zarczynski,
Fafrowicz, & Marek, 1993). Longitudinal research would be necessary to
examine the long-term effects of self-protective comparisons with self-
generated others upon the development of burnout and professional
performance.
Analysis of the listed aspects indicates that our two conditions did not
differ with respect to the number and the formulation (positive vs. negative)
of the qualities that were generated. One might expect that individuals in
the self-protection condition would list more aspects than those in the self-
enhancement condition, based on the robustness of negative superiority
(Brenninkmeijer et al., 2001b). This appeared not to be the case, however,
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a finding that is perhaps due to the fact that we requested a minimum of five
aspects. Moreover, individuals predominantly formulated their qualities in
a positive way (e.g., “respectful”), rather than in a negative way (e.g., “not
chaotic”), irrespective of the type of condition they were assigned to.
Hence, the number or the formulation of the generated qualities do not seem
to constitute the essential difference between the two self-serving kinds of
comparison.
A limitation of the present study is that we did not ask our participants
whether they indeed engaged in social comparison when asked to list their
qualities vis-à-vis others. We do know that only a few participants explicitly
referred to other individuals when listing their qualities, but to our opinion,
this does not imply that participants generally ignored social comparison
information. Whether ratings of oneself vis-à-vis others (i.e., comparative
ratings) can be considered as social comparisons, constitutes a controversial
issue in social comparison research (see Wood, 1996). Nevertheless, a study
by Buunk (1998) suggests that individuals indeed retrieve social
comparison information to make comparative ratings. Moreover, a recent
study by Buunk, Oldersma et al. (2001) suggests that it is the social
comparison component that raises one’s satisfaction: Individuals were more
satisfied with their relationship when they had listed dimensions on which
their relationship was better than the relationship of most others, compared
to a no-comparison condition, in which they had listed dimensions on
which their relationship was good. 
Another limitation of this study is that we do not know what kind of
comparison targets individuals generated. The generated qualities most
likely reflect downward comparisons. For example, an individual who lists
conscientiousness as a virtue of him or herself in comparison with others
apparently considers some colleagues as less conscientious. Because only a
small proportion of the participants explicitly referred to less competent
others, however, we cannot exclude the possibility that individuals have
generated upward comparisons. In the first place, participants may have
thought about the characteristics on which they outperform more competent
individuals, although none of the participants explicitly reported these kind
of comparisons. In the second place, they may have thought about the
characteristics that they share with more competent others. In the third
place, even when the generated qualities refer to downward comparisons,
individuals may have thought of upward others in the process of searching
for their qualities. That is, they may have considered a wider range of
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comparison targets than those to which their qualities pertain. One
participant, for example, wrote between brackets “Well, there are so many
good teachers in our school”, before listing his qualities. And of course, it
is also possible that participants generated qualities of themselves by
making lateral comparisons (i.e., with equally competent others). Future
research may want to delve into the specific comparison targets that are
activated when individuals reflect upon their qualities vis-à-vis self-
generated others.
Despite these limitations, the present study demonstrates that individuals
in a state of burnout may benefit from thinking about the dimensions on
which they are not doing poorly, rather than about the dimensions on which
they are doing well, compared to self-generated others. Comparing in a
self-protective way, rather than in a self-enhancing way, increases the
satisfaction with their performance at work and fosters positive affect. In
light of these findings, we propose that this technique may be applied in the
treatment of burnout as a simple and effective tool to promote emotion-
focused coping and, possibly, to combat burnout. In the case of burnout,
thinking about the ways in which one is ‘not doing poorly’ vis-à-vis others
may thus be not such a poor focus, and apparently more adaptive than a




Burnout constitutes a serious societal problem, and can be described as
a state of mental exhaustion due to chronic stress in the work situation
(Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Social comparison processes tend to play an
important role in coping with health problems (e.g., Buunk & Gibbons,
1997; Tennen, McKee, & Affleck, 2000) and, as the present dissertation
testified, this also applies to individuals suffering from burnout. Social
comparison occurs when one compares oneself with other people, that is,
when one relates information about other individuals to one’s own
situation. This dissertation dealt with social comparison processes among
individuals with varying levels of burnout and centered around the
following major questions: Are individuals in a state of burnout still
capable, like healthy people, of preserving a positive view of themselves
vis-à-vis others? Can they be inspired by successful others in the same way
as healthy people? How do they respond to confrontation with unfortunate
others? And can they benefit from comparison with self-chosen or
imaginary others? By addressing these issues, this dissertation aimed to
give more insight in the development and persistence of burnout, and to
provide suggestions for the treatment of burnout. 
The research population in this dissertation consisted of teachers in
secondary education, a profession that has the reputation of being
particularly plagued by burnout (e.g., Rudow, 1999). Burnout percentages
of 20% are not uncommon in secondary education, and these percentages
are relatively high in comparison with other social professions (Taris,
Schaufeli, Schreurs, & Caljé, 2000). In addition, teaching seems to give
ample opportunity for social comparison, for instance in the staff room,
where teachers discuss their daily experiences. Teachers in the Netherlands
may currently even experience a heightened tendency to engage in social
comparison because of the recent reforms in education. These reforms seem
to have raised feelings of uncertainty (Tweede Fase Adviespunt, 2001), a
factor that is known to increase the need for social comparison information
(Festinger, 1954; Molleman, Pruyn, & Van Knippenberg, 1986). 
(When) is it appropriate to treat burnout as a unidimensional concept?
Burnout is commonly viewed as a syndrome consisting of three
dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced personal
accomplishment. Before studying burnout in relation to social comparison,
it was important to examine the question whether and when it is appropriate
to treat burnout as a unidimensional or dichotomous variable, rather than
reporting results separately for each burnout dimension. Chapter 2 aimed to
provide guidelines for the presentation of results obtained with the Maslach
Burnout Inventory by illustrating the advantages and disadvantages of
different conceptualizations of burnout. As such, this chapter may have
methodological implications for researchers in the field of burnout. In this
field of research, findings are often presented for each burnout dimension
separately, an approach that may complicate results sections considerably.
Nevertheless, this approach respects the multidimensionality of burnout
and is the appropriate procedure for researchers interested in the underlying
dimensions of burnout, such as researchers investigating phase models or
the differential effects of the dimensions on other variables. When one is
primarily interested in differences between individuals high and low in
burnout, however, it may be more appropriate to combine the dimensions.
This improves the understandability and clarifies the results, especially
when complex interaction effects are studied. Moreover, from a theoretical
viewpoint, it is important to note that researchers have proposed burnout as
a specific syndrome, thereby underlining the importance of an overall
conceptualization of burnout. 
Not only did Chapter 2 provide guidelines for choosing between a
unidimensional and multidimensional conceptualization of burnout, it also
discussed several ways to combine the burnout dimensions into a single
burnout score. To obtain a dichotomous burnout score, the ‘Exhaustion + 1’
criterion is recommended for non-clinical populations. Following this
criterion, individuals can be considered as burnt-out when they report,
compared to a norm group, high emotional exhaustion, in combination with
high depersonalization or low personal accomplishment. This criterion is
useful for computing burnout percentages in samples and for investigating
differences between individuals low and high in burnout. Nonetheless, the
group with burnout is often too small or its variance is too large for reliable
analyses, and in these cases, it seems better to employ a continuous burnout
scale. Yet, more research is needed about the most accurate way in which
the dimensions can be combined into a continuous score, although a few
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studies have obtained internally consistent burnout scales by summing up
all the items of the Maslach Burnout Inventory. In the current dissertation,
the conceptualization of burnout varied among studies, as the studies
themselves differed with respect to their scope, the complexity of the
research design, or the specific characteristics of the sample that was used. 
Considered as a whole, by discussing different conceptualizations of
burnout, Chapter 2 provided guidelines for the presentation of results
obtained with the Maslach Burnout Inventory. Researchers who are
primarily interested in differences between individuals high and low in
burnout may treat burnout as a unidimensional concept, rather than
reporting results separately for each underlying dimension. It is
recommended that the choice for a specific conceptualization of burnout
not only depend upon one’s main research interest, but also on the
complexity of one’s design and the distributional properties of one’s
sample. 
Do individuals in a state of burnout preserve a positive view of themselves
vis-à-vis others?
Individuals generally experience a sense of superiority vis-à-vis other
people: They believe, for instance, that they are brighter and more honest
than most other individuals (see for a review Hoorens, 1993). Yet, would
individuals suffering from burnout be capable of evaluating themselves in
such a favorable way, given their low level of mental health and their
reduced sense of personal accomplishment? Chapter 3 sought to explore
whether individuals in a state of burnout manage to preserve a positive view
of themselves vis-à-vis other people. Special attention was hereby paid to
the question if burnout is distinct from depressive symptomatology in the
perception of being superior to others. This question is important because it
can shed more light on the way in which burnout differs from depression,
two concepts that share some important characteristics, in particular with
respect to the dimension of emotional exhaustion (Glass & McKnight,
1996). 
It was expected that in the case of depression, feelings of superiority
would be more reduced than in the case of burnout. A prominent feature of
depressed individuals is that they have a reduced perception of being better
than most others (see Buunk & Brenninkmeijer, 1999). Moreover, the
clinical picture of depression seems to indicate more defeat and less vitality
Discussion 107
than the clinical picture of burnout (see Hoogduin, Schaap, & Methorst,
1996). As hypothesized, a reduced sense of superiority appeared to be more
characteristic of depression than of burnout: The relation between
superiority and the core symptom of burnout, emotional exhaustion, was
not even significant. Furthermore, especially among individuals with a
reduced sense of superiority, burnout was accompanied by depressive
symptomatology. It seems then that burnout may develop into a depression,
and that this is particularly true when one loses a sense of superiority vis-à-
vis one’s colleagues. However, prospective research would be necessary for
rigorous testing of this reasoning. The present study may nevertheless be
valuable for researchers in the field of burnout by identifying an important
difference between depression and burnout and by proposing a potential
mechanism through which burnout might develop into a depression.
In Chapter 4, it was examined to what extent positive superiority (feeling
better than others) and negative superiority (feeling less bad than others) are
reduced in the case of burnout. The distinction between these two types
superiority is important, because one may assume that negative superiority
can be more easily maintained than positive superiority (Van Lange &
Breukelaar, 1992). As negative behavior of others generally attracts a lot of
attention (Skowronski & Carlston, 1989), people may be well able to bring
instances of other people’s negative behavior to their mind, even when they
feel that their own functioning has deteriorated. Negative superiority
appeared indeed intact among individuals in a state of burnout: With respect
to negative behaviors, downward comparison information was rich in
content and could be quickly generated as compared to upward comparison,
even among individuals in a state of burnout. With regard to positive
behaviors, this tendency was reduced among those in a state of burnout,
indicating that positive superiority was reduced in the case of burnout. This
finding raised the question if reduced perceptions of ‘being better than
others’ may cause or aggravate burnout. Burnout candidates may perhaps
exhaust themselves in order to preserve a sense of superiority, or even a
sense of grandiosity, as proposed by Fischer (1983). However, it seems
most likely that perceptions of superiority and burnout reinforce each other
in a circular relationship.
Chapter 4 may have methodological implications for research on
perceived superiority, as the method described in this chapter is, to the best
of our knowledge, one of the first to use response latencies for measuring
perceived superiority. A relatively unobtrusive method to assess perceptions
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of superiority may invite future studies to further examine perceptions of
superiority, notably unconscious perceptions of superiority or inferiority.
Moreover, implicit methods of superiority might be used to measure subtle
changes or fluctuations in superiority that occur outside awareness. In
research on self-esteem, fluctuations in self-esteem (e.g., Kernis, 1993;
Rhodewalt, Madrian, & Cheney, 1998) and implicit levels of self-esteem
(e.g., Koole, Smeets, Van Knippenberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999), in particular
discrepancies between implicit and explicit levels of self-esteem (see
Bosson, Swann, & Pennebaker, 2000), seem promising to further our
understanding of personality traits and behaviors related to self-esteem,
such as narcissism. Likewise, researchers in the field of perceived
superiority may benefit from the development of implicit measures of
superiority. 
In light of the findings discussed in Chapter 4, one may wonder what it
actually means to feel less bad than others, and in what way this differs
from feeling better than others. The two kinds of superiority can be related
to the distinction between self-protection and self-enhancement (e.g.,
Baumeister, 1993; Tice, 1993). Negative superiority may be interpreted as
a kind of self-protection, whereby one avoids being worse than others or
avoids an inferior position in the hierarchy. In contrast, positive superiority
may be viewed as a kind of self-enhancement, whereby one aims to be
better than others or strives for a superior position in the hierarchy. In a
study on self-serving comparisons with self-generated others (see Chapter
6), the distinction between self-protection and self-enhancement, and in
particular the potential benefits of self-protective comparisons, were further
elaborated. 
To conclude, individuals suffering from burnout do not experience a lack
of superiority to the same extent as individuals with depressive complaints.
Moreover, although the perception of ‘being better than others’ is reduced
among individuals in a state of burnout, these individuals still view
themselves as ‘being less bad than others’. By introducing a relatively
unobtrusive method based on response latencies for measuring superiority,
further research on perceptions of superiority may be stimulated. In
addition, it is suggested that perceptions of superiority may have an impact
upon the development of burnout.
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How do individuals in a state of burnout respond to confrontation with
others?
An important issue in this dissertation concerned the reactions to forced
comparison information, that is, to comparison information that is imposed
upon individuals. In Chapter 5, it was explored how individuals respond to
confrontation with a well or poorly performing colleague. As expected,
burnout affected the capacity to use comparison information in a favorable
way, in particular, to derive positive affect from upward comparison and to
avoid negative affect from downward comparison. With increasing levels
of burnout, upward comparison appeared to evoke also more negative
affect. These findings were generally in accordance with studies on the
effects of forced comparison in relation to perceived control (Ybema &
Buunk, 1995) and neuroticism (Van der Zee, Buunk, & Sanderman, 1998),
and also with a recent study among sociotherapists with varying levels of
burnout (Buunk, Ybema, Gibbons, & Ipenburg, 2001). In addition, the
findings in Chapter 5 appeared particularly convincing because they have
been obtained with both a retrospective method as well as an experimental
method, whereby individuals were presented a scenario about a well or
poorly performing colleague. Hence, there is increasing evidence that
various aspects of mental health influence the capacity to use imposed
social comparison information, both upward and downward, in a self-
serving way. 
Identification with a well functioning colleague appeared to be an
important mediating variable with respect to the positive affective
consequences of upward comparison. That is to say, individuals high in
burnout derived less positive affect from upward comparison because they
focused less on similarities and viewed the other’s position as a less
probable future for themselves. Thus, with respect to upward comparison,
identification explained the effect of burnout on positive affect. As
predicted, these individuals also reported more identification with a
downward target than individuals low in burnout, but this explained only
partially their negative affective reaction to downward comparison. It is an
issue for future research what processes, besides identification-contrast, can
account for the affective consequences of downward comparison. It might
hereby be fruitful to differentiate between the specific emotions that arise
from downward comparison, such as fear, worry, pity, pride or contempt.
According to Smith (2000), these different emotional reactions would
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depend upon the focus of attention, that is, whether the attention is
primarily focused on oneself, on the other person, or on both. 
What can conclusions can be drawn with respect to the theorizing on
social comparison? The finding that individuals in a state of burnout
generally respond unfavorably to confrontation with downward others is in
contradiction with Wills’ downward comparison theory (1981). According
to Wills, individuals under stress would benefit from downward
comparison by realizing that one’s own position is not so bad after all (see
Wheeler, 2000) However, as noted by Buunk and Ybema (1997),
downward comparison information may be threatening when it concerns
vivid, rather than abstract information. Taylor and Lobel (1989) proposed
that individuals under stress would prefer information about and contact
with upward others, who can serve as sources of inspiration, although they
would prefer to evaluate themselves in comparison with worse-off others.
In line with this reasoning, we found that confrontation to upward others
generally evoked more favorable reactions than confrontation to downward
others. Nevertheless, for individuals suffering from burnout upward
comparison was less inspiring, and resulted in more negative affect, than
for healthy individuals. 
What are the implications for researchers in the field of burnout? The
present findings demonstrate the importance of taking the social context of
burnout into account and, in particular, of considering the impact of social
comparison information upon individuals’ well-being (see also Buunk &
Schaufeli, 1993). Individuals are on a daily basis confronted with
information about others, such as via the media or through friends, but also
via the work situation (e.g., Goodman, 1977). As these comparisons are
generally unpleasant for individuals suffering from burnout, the effects of
frequent exposure to unwanted comparison information may accumulate
into an important stressor. By paying attention to the influence of these
unfavorable social comparisons, researchers may further their
understanding of the social context in which burnout and other stress-
related disorders develop and persist. In addition, future research may want
to explore the harmful long-term effects of this stressor on individuals’ level
of well-being and burnout. A recently undertaken longitudinal study
highlights the role of social comparisons upon the development of
professional burnout and role stress among nurses (Buunk, Zurriaga, Peíro,
& Belmonte, in press). The amount of positive affect derived from upward
comparison appeared to predict a decrease in burnout, whereas the amount
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of negative affect derived from upward comparison predicted an increase in
role stress. 
In sum, burnout affects the capacity to use imposed social comparison
information in a favorable way: With increasing levels of burnout,
confrontation with a successful other evoked less positive affect and
confrontation with an unsuccessful other evoked more negative affect.
Identification-contrast processes appeared to explain the positive affective
consequences of upward comparison. These findings hint at the possible
long-term impact of frequent exposure to social comparison information
and demonstrate the value of considering individuals’ social context in
research on burnout and other stress-related disorders.
Can individuals suffering from burnout benefit from comparison with self-
generated others?
A final question addressed in this dissertation was whether individuals in
a state of burnout can enhance the satisfaction with their professional
performance through reflecting in a self-protective way on their own
qualities in comparison with self-generated others, a type of comparison
that offers more possibility for self-serving distortion than comparison with
imposed targets. In a thought-generating task, teachers were asked to list
dimensions on which they were doing well (i.e., self-enhancement) or not
poorly (i.e., self-protection) compared to other teachers. Self-protection can
be assumed to be a particularly important motive for individuals suffering
from burnout. Given their reduced sense of accomplishment and low self-
esteem, they may fear that they are, or will be in the future, inferior to
others. Moreover, obtaining a sense of superiority may be ‘aiming too high’
for these individuals. As expected, individuals in a state of burnout derived
more satisfaction with their performance as a teacher and more positive
affect from comparing themselves in a self-protective way, rather than in a
self-enhancing way, with self-generated others.
The findings in Chapter 6 may contribute to the theorizing on the two
fundamental, evolutionary adaptive motivational systems that underlie
approach and avoidance tendencies (Elliott, 1999). In the literature on goal
orientations, approach (e.g., aiming to win from others) and avoidance
(e.g., avoiding to lose from others) are the equivalents of enhancement and
protection. A variety of studies suggest that, prior to or during a task, these
kinds of approach strategies are associated with better performance than
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avoidance strategies (Elliott, 1999; Elliott & McGregor, 2001, cf. Midgley
et al., 2001). The current findings, however, illustrate the beneficial impact
of avoidance strategies when one evaluates oneself, after completion of a
task. Especially for individuals suffering from burnout, evaluating one’s
performance with a protective, defensive strategy seems to be an effective
way of emotion-focused coping, with short-term benefits and possibly
long-term effects as well. The sense of satisfaction and the positive feelings
derived from this strategy might help individuals to ease the pressure on
themselves, to engage in broad-minded coping (e.g., Fredrickson, 1998),
and hence to combat burnout. Longitudinal research would be necessary to
examine the long-term effects of this strategy on burnout and professional
performance. 
What are the theoretical implications for research in the field of social
comparison? Firstly, by showing the differential effects of self-construed
comparisons with a self-protective or a self-enhancing focus, Chapter 6
underscores the importance of distinguishing between these two self-
serving focuses. In the literature on comparison with self-fabricated others
(e.g., Goethals & Klein, 2000), self-protection and self-enhancement are
often not discerned. Instead, the overall motive of ‘feeling good about
oneself’ is proposed as the main reason for engaging in construed
comparisons, a motive that may not be interpreted by everyone in the same
way, as the findings in Chapter 6 and the literature on self-esteem (e.g.,
Baumeister, 1993; Tice, 1993) suggest. By specifying the two kinds of self-
serving motives, researchers may gain more insight in the consequences of
self-construed comparisons upon individuals’ well-being. This may be
particularly true when researchers examine the effects of construed
comparisons in relation to self-esteem, or in relation with constructs that are
associated with low self-esteem, such as depression and burnout. The
strength of the motives for self-protection and self-enhancement may vary
as a function of individuals’ self-esteem, and may determine the
consequences of self-protective and self-enhancing comparisons. 
Secondly, Chapter 6 shows how important the distinction is between
self-generated and imposed comparison targets. Whereas imposed
comparison targets, in particular downward targets (see Chapter 5), evoked
unfavorable reactions among individuals in a state of burnout, these
individuals were able to benefit from self-generated targets, at least, when
they thought about the dimensions on which they were doing not poorly.
One may conclude then that Wills’ downward comparison theory (1981) is
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particularly true for self-generated comparison targets. That is, individuals
under stress may benefit from downward comparison when they are free to
generate the targets themselves, rather than when they are confronted with
unfortunate others. As such, the findings seem particularly in line with
Taylor and Lobel (1989) who proposed that individuals under stress would
benefit from evaluating themselves against worse-off others, but would try
to avoid actual contact with these others. It should be noted, however, that
in the present study it was not examined whether individuals indeed
generated downward comparisons. Although the occurrence of downward
comparisons may seem plausible given the instructions to list dimensions
on which one is doing well or not poorly, it cannot be excluded that
individuals sometimes thought of upward or lateral others. 
In conclusion, individuals in a state of burnout are capable of benefiting
from comparing themselves with self-generated others in a self-protective
way, rather than in a self-enhancing way. They derive more satisfaction
with their performance and more positive affect from concentrating on the
dimensions on which they were not doing poorly compared to others, rather
than on the dimensions on which they were doing well compared to others,
a finding that may have theoretical implications for research on
achievement goal orientations and for research on self-construed
comparisons.
What is the role of individual differences in social comparison
orientation?
Not everybody is equally inclined to compare oneself with others (e.g.,
Gibbons & Buunk, 1999). An important question in the present dissertation
was if the dispositional need for social comparison, the so-called
comparison orientation, influences reactions on forced social comparison.
On the basis of earlier research (see Gibbons & Buunk, 1999) it was
expected that the effects of social comparison would be more pronounced
among individuals with a strong comparison orientation. Indeed, among
these individuals a stronger association was found between burnout and
positive feelings following upward comparison, and in Study 1 also
between burnout and negative feelings after upward comparison (Chapter
5). It appeared that social comparison orientation did not influence the
extent to which one identified with a superior other, but determined the
amount of positive affect one derived from identification with this person.
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Social comparison orientation also appeared to influence the responses to
comparison with self-generated others: Especially individuals with a strong
social comparison orientation benefited from focusing on the dimensions
on which they were not doing poorly. 
Still, it is puzzling that social comparison orientation moderated the
impact of burnout only with respect to some, and not to all responses to
comparison information. Why did social comparison orientation exert no
moderating effect on the affective responses to imposed downward
comparison, or on identification-contrast processes, as was the case in a
recent study among sociotherapists by Buunk, Ybema et al. (2001)? Buunk,
Ybema et al. (2001) found that only among individuals with a strong social
comparison orientation, confrontation with an upward target evoked less
identification and confrontation with a downward target evoked more
negative affect as individuals experienced stronger feelings of burnout.
Perhaps the specific comparison needs of the populations under study or the
specific features of the employed scenarios are responsible for the different
effects of social comparison orientation. Future research may want to
address the specific conditions that are necessary for moderating effects of
social comparison orientation to occur. 
Although only some responses to social comparison were affected by
social comparison orientation, the obtained effects highlight the importance
and uniqueness of this individual difference variable. Social comparison
orientation is associated with neuroticism and with an anxious-avoidant
attachment style, and is inversely related to self-esteem (Gibbons & Buunk,
1999), but the current findings underline that social comparison orientation
cannot be equated with these related constructs. For instance, whereas
neuroticism has been associated with a diminished ability to benefit from
upward comparisons (Van der Zee, Buunk, & Sanderman, 1998),
individuals with a strong social comparison orientation interpret upward
comparison information in a particularly favorable manner, at least when
they are low in burnout. Hence, the role of individual differences in social
comparison orientation seems to be unique and to surpass the influence of
related constructs, such as neuroticism.
What are the theoretical implications of these findings for social
comparison research? The findings indicate that the meaning of social
comparison information may depend upon individuals’ level of social
comparison orientation. People who are in need for social comparison
information are not only more inclined to interpret a situation as a social
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comparison situation (Gibbons & Buunk, 1999), but also respond
differently to social comparison than individuals who are not in need for
this information. How these responses differ between these two types of
individuals is an intriguing issue, whereby those high in social comparison
orientation sometimes respond more favorably and sometimes less
favorably than those low in social comparison orientation. Given the
complex, but important role of social comparison orientation, researchers
studying the beneficial or detrimental effects of social comparison
information are recommended to distinguish between individuals high and
low in social comparison orientation. 
In a nutshell, social comparison orientation influenced reactions to
confrontation with successful others as well as responses to comparisons
with self-generated others. The obtained results witness the importance of
taking individual differences in social comparison orientation into account
and of paying attention to the complex mechanisms via which these
differences influence reactions to social comparisons.
What are the limitations of the present dissertation?
The research conducted in the present dissertation has some limitations
that should be considered. A first limitation is that, by covering a broad
range of social comparison processes and by employing various paradigms,
this thesis has not explored each comparison process in full depth. There are
still questions raised by the studies in this dissertation that need to be
answered, such as “Can self-protective comparisons with self-generated
others help to combat burnout?”. In addition, replication studies are
necessary to validate the results that have been described in this
dissertation. Hence, to fully address a research question about a specific
social comparison theme, additional studies will be necessary. Although a
more limited research scope would have facilitated more in-depth research,
the present thesis has the merit of sketching a broad picture of the various
ways in which individuals suffering from burnout compare themselves with
others. Consequently, this dissertation may stimulate further studies on a
variety of issues in social comparison research.
A second limitation is that social comparison processes were studied in
a general population, instead of in a clinical population. Despite substantial
burnout percentages in the collected samples, this may have lead to an
underrepresentation of individuals in a severe state of burnout. Would the
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results have been different if more severely burnt-out individuals had been
examined? One might expect that those individuals would have reported a
stronger lack of superiority and would have responded with even more
negative affect and less positive affect to imposed comparisons. Yet, it is
difficult to predict whether those individuals, compared to milder cases of
burnout, would have benefited to a larger or to a lesser extent from self-
protective comparison with self-generated others, an issue that seems
particularly worth studying given the potential implications for the
treatment of burnout. 
A third limitation of the present dissertation is that more extensive use
could be made of implicit measures, such as the one described in Chapter
4, rather than explicit measures. The drawback of explicit measures is that
individuals are not always aware, or are not always able to report, what they
are feeling or thinking (Brewin, 1993). Relatedly, another disadvantage is
that the explicit responses of the participants may have been influenced to
a larger extent by demand characteristics, as these responses allow for more
control and reflection. Still, the interaction effects that appeared between
burnout, social comparison orientation, and the experimental conditions
suggest that the reported responses reflect at least to some extent
individuals’ genuine reaction. That means, demand characteristics cannot
account for the specific differences between conditions, or for the
moderating role of burnout and social comparison orientation. Furthermore,
it should be noted that implicit measures also have drawbacks. Bosson et al.
(2000) have found no correlations between various implicit measures of
self-esteem, and have questioned the reliability and validity of these
implicit measures. Hence, it is not always clear what implicit measures
actually measure. Moreover, in field research, the use of computers to
measure response latencies is a much more laborious method than the use
of paper-and-pencil measures. 
What are the practical implications of this dissertation? 
This thesis may have practical implications for the therapeutic treatment
of burnout. Firstly, it is proposed that therapists may make use of the
beneficial effects of social comparison with self-generated others.
Encouraging clients to compare themselves with self-chosen or self-
construed (i.e., imaginary) others may foster positive feelings and increase
the satisfaction with one’s performance. It is hereby crucial, however, that
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clients focus on the aspects on which they are not doing poorly, rather than
on the aspects on which they are doing well, compared to others. Secondly,
therapists are recommended to pay attention to the nefarious effects of
forced social comparisons, in particular among clients with a strong social
comparison orientation. Possibly, one can teach clients how to deal more
effectively with comparison information that is imposed upon them.
Although not examined in the current dissertation, individuals might learn
to evade certain situations in which they are confronted with unfavorable
comparison information, or they might learn how to discount certain types
of comparison information. For instance, analogous the challenging of
dysfunctional beliefs in cognitive therapy (e.g., Beck, Rush, Shaw, &
Emery, 1979) or rational emotive therapy (Ellis, 1962), one may ask
individuals how relevant or helpful a specific comparison is. Clients might
also learn to focus on those features of imposed comparison information
that help to improve their functioning. For example, they may concentrate
their attention on the way in which successful people manage their time. 
Not only in the therapeutic treatment of burnout, also in the working
environment, individuals may benefit from paying attention to social
comparison processes. Given the impact of social comparisons, one may try
to provide employees with the comparison information that they need or
would like to encounter. Albeit these issues were not addressed in the
present thesis, carefully designed teams, mentor systems, or intervision
groups, such as ‘junior circles’, can offer individuals the opportunity to
evaluate, to enhance, or improve themselves. In recruitment policies too,
social comparison needs may be taken into consideration. By appointing
women to high positions, for example, one may offer other women
successful models with whom they can identify.
In general, this dissertation indicates that one should be careful in
providing unsolicited social comparison information to individuals
suffering from burnout. These individuals may be hurt by stories about
worse-off others, as these stories may evoke negative feelings and may
represent a possible future for oneself. Similarly, Taylor, Aspinwall,
Giuliano, Dakof, and Reardon (1993) have demonstrated that cancer
patients may feel psychologically distressed after hearing negative stories
from friends or relatives about fellow patients (see also Ybema & Buunk,
1995). Although information about better-off others generally fosters more
hope and encouragement than information about worse-off others (Taylor et
al. (1993); Ybema & Buunk, 1995), other people’s success may also evoke
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negative affect and may be seen as unattainable for oneself. Hence, even
with the best of intentions, offering non-requested downward or upward
comparison information might harm individuals in a state of burnout.
What can be concluded from this dissertation?
All in all, this dissertation indicates that confrontation with social
comparison information may harm the well-being of individuals in a state
of burnout. Compared to healthy people, individuals in a state of burnout
respond with more negative affect to confrontation with unfortunate others.
They are also less inspired by successful others, in particular those with a
strong dispositional need to compare themselves with others. Individuals in
a state of burnout are able to benefit, however, from comparison with self-
chosen or imaginary others. It is hereby important that they reflect on those
aspects on which they are not doing poorly in comparison with others. For
individuals in a state of burnout, the perception of ‘not doing poorly
compared with others’, seems easier and is perhaps more important to
maintain than the perception of ‘doing better compared with others’.
Feelings of superiority are possibly of importance for the development of
burnout: Especially among individuals with a reduced sense of superiority,
burnout is accompanied by depressive symptoms, . 
The findings in this dissertation are important because they brought the
intricate relationships between burnout and a broad range of social
comparison processes to light. Whether a comparison induces hope and
inspiration or frustration and despair depends not only on the level of
burnout, but also on the nature of the comparison target (imposed vs. self-
generated), the dispositional need for social comparison information, and
the specific focus that one applies (self-protective vs. self-enhancing). In
general, social comparisons appear to play a substantial part in individuals’
well-being, and therefore deserve attention in scientific research, clinical





Burnout, een toestand van mentale uitputting door chronische stress in
de werksituatie, vormt een ernstig maatschappelijk probleem dat
momenteel veel aandacht krijgt. In 1995 startte de Nederlandse Organisatie
voor Wetenschappelijk onderzoek (NWO) een multidisciplinair
Prioriteitprogramma naar ‘Psychische vermoeidheid in de arbeidssituatie’
om onder meer de wetenschappelijke kennis over de psychologische en
medische aspecten van burnout en vermoeidheid te verbeteren. In het kader
van dit onderzoeksprogramma kwam dit proefschrift naar sociale
vergelijking en burnout tot stand. Van sociale vergelijking is sprake
wanneer met zich met anderen vergelijkt, dat wil zeggen, wanneer men
informatie over anderen relateert aan de eigen situatie. Sociale vergelijking
lijkt een belangrijke rol te spelen bij het omgaan met
gezondheidsproblemen, en dit proefschrift laat zien dat dit ook geldt voor
mensen met burnout. Door sociale vergelijkingsprocessen bij mensen met
verschillende gradaties van burnout te bestuderen, werd beoogd meer
inzicht te verschaffen in de wijze waarop burnout ontstaat en in stand blijft,
en suggesties te kunnen leveren voor de behandeling van burnout.
De onderzoekspopulatie bestond uit docenten in het middelbaar
onderwijs, een beroepsgroep waarin burnout een bekend verschijnsel
vormt. Daarnaast lijkt het leraarschap veel gelegenheid te bieden tot sociale
vergelijking, zoals bijvoorbeeld in de docentenkamer.
(Wanneer) is het verantwoord burnout als een unidimensioneel concept te
beschouwen? 
Alvorens burnout in relatie tot sociale vergelijking te bestuderen, werd
nagegaan in hoeverre en wanneer het verantwoord is burnout als een
unidimensionele of dichotome variabele te behandelen. In eerder onderzoek
naar burnout werden resultaten veelal voor iedere dimensie van burnout --
emotionele uitputting, depersonalisatie en vermindere persoonlijke
bekwaamheid -- apart weergegeven. Deze methode respecteert de
multidimensionaliteit van het begrip burnout en is de aangewezen methode
voor onderzoekers die geïnteresseerd zijn in de afzonderlijke dimensies van
burnout. Heeft men echter primair belangstelling voor verschillen tussen
mensen hoog en laag in burnout, dan lijkt het eerder wenselijk de dimensies
te combineren. Immers, dit bevordert de begrijpelijkheid en helderheid van
de resultaten, zeker wanneer men complexe interactie-effecten onderzoekt.
Bovendien is er een theoretische reden om de dimensies te combineren:
onderzoekers hebben de term burnout voorgesteld als een specifiek
syndroom, en daarmee het belang van een overkoepelende
conceptualisering van burnout onderstreept. 
De dimensies van burnout kunnen op verschillende manieren
gecombineerd worden tot één score. In Hoofdstuk 1 werden mensen met en
zonder burnout vergeleken om een criterium te ontwikkelen voor het
verkrijgen van een dichotome burnoutscore. Hieruit kwam naar voren dat
het ‘Uitputting +1’ criterium kan worden aangeraden voor niet-klinische
populaties. Volgens dit criterium kunnen mensen als opgebrand beschouwd
worden als zij, in vergelijking met een normgroep, hoge emotionele
uitputting rapporteren, in combinatie met hoge depersonalisatie en/of lage
persoonlijke bekwaamheid. Het criterium is geschikt om
burnoutpercentages in steekproeven te berekenen en om verschillen te
onderzoeken tussen personen met en zonder burnout. Echter, vaak is de
groep met burnout te klein of te heterogeen voor betrouwbare analyses en
kan men beter gebruik maken van een geleidende burnoutschaal.
Zijn mensen met burnout in staat een positief beeld van zichzelf te
bewaren ten opzichte van anderen?
Het gevoel superieur te zijn, dat wil zeggen, het gevoel goed te zijn in
vergelijking met de meeste anderen, is kenmerkend voor gezonde mensen.
Zouden mensen met burnoutklachten echter ook in staat zijn een positief
beeld van zichzelf te bewaren ten opzichte van anderen? Deze vraag stond
centraal in Hoofdstuk 3, waarbij in het bijzonder aandacht werd
geschonken aan de vraag of een verminderd gevoel van superioriteit meer
kenmerkend is voor een depressie dan voor burnout. Zo werd geprobeerd
meer licht te werpen op de wijze waarin burnout zich onderscheidt van
depressie, twee concepten die veel gelijkenis vertonen.
Verondersteld werd dat gevoelens van superioriteit sterker aangetast
zouden zijn bij depressie dan bij burnout. Een opvallend kenmerk van
depressieve mensen is namelijk dat zij, vergeleken met gezonde mensen,
minder het gevoel hebben beter te zijn dan de meeste anderen. Bovendien
straalt het klinische beeld van depressie meer verslagenheid en minder
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vitaliteit dan dat van burnout. Er werd inderdaad gevonden dat gevoelens
van superioriteit sterker aangetast waren bij depressie dan bij burnout.
Bovendien bleek met name bij personen met een verminderd gevoel van
superioriteit, burnout gepaard te gaan met depressiviteit. Deze bevindingen
ondersteunen derhalve niet alleen de distinctiviteit van burnout, maar
suggereren ook dat burnout over kan gaan in een depressie, en dat dit
speciaal het geval is wanneer men het gevoel heeft onder te doen voor
anderen. 
In Hoofdstuk 4 werd onderscheid gemaakt tussen positieve superioriteit
(het gevoel beter te zijn dan anderen) en negatieve superioriteit (het gevoel
minder slecht te zijn dan anderen). Dit onderscheid is belangrijk omdat
verondersteld kan worden dat mensen met burnout negatieve superioriteit
beter in stand kunnen houden dan positieve superioriteit. Negatief gedrag
van anderen trekt over het algemeen veel aandacht en hierdoor is men
mogelijk goed in staat voorbeelden van andermans negatieve gedrag voor
de geest te halen, ook als het eigen functioneren is verminderd. Inderdaad
werd gevonden dat mensen met burnout zich wel minder slecht voelden dan
anderen, terwijl tegelijk het gevoel beter te zijn dan anderen was aangetast.
In het licht van deze resultaten, kan men zich afvragen wat negatieve
superioriteit precies betekent. Men kan het beschouwen als een zelf-
beschermende vorm van superioriteit, waarbij men zich niet zozeer richt op
het ‘winnen’ van anderen, maar probeert te vermijden dat men ‘verliest’ van
anderen (zie ook Hoofdstuk 6). 
Hoe reageren mensen met burnout op confrontatie met anderen?
In Hoofdstuk 5 werd onderzocht in hoeverre burnout het vermogen
aantast op een  gunstige manier te reageren op opgedrongen sociale
vergelijkingsinformatie. Zoals verwacht bleken mensen met burnout
minder positief affect te ontlenen aan confrontatie met goedfunctionerende
collega’s (opwaartse vergelijking) en meer negatief affect te ontlenen aan
confrontatie met slechtfunctionerende collega’s (neerwaartse vergelijking)
dan gezonde mensen. Deze resultaten zijn in overeenstemming met eerdere
studies naar de gevolgen van sociale vergelijking in relatie tot
waargenomen controle en neuroticisme, alsmede met een recente studie
onder sociotherapeuten met verschillende gradaties van burnout. Er is dus
steeds meer empirische evidentie dat verschillende aspecten van de
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geestelijke gezondheid het vermogen aantasten op een gunstige manier om
te gaan met opgedrongen sociale vergelijkingsinformatie. 
Identificatie met een goedfunctionerende beroepsgenoot bleek een
belangrijke mediërende variabele te zijn voor wat betreft de positieve
affectieve gevolgen van opwaartse vergelijking. Dit betekent dat mensen
met burnoutklachten minder positief affect ontleenden aan opwaartse
vergelijking doordat zij minder op overeenkomsten letten en minder het
gevoel hadden de positie van de ander te kunnen bereiken. Zoals verwacht,
bleken mensen met burnout zich neerwaarts juist meer te identificeren dan
gezonde mensen, maar dit verklaarde slechts gedeeltelijk hun negatieve
gevoelens na neerwaartse vergelijking. 
Kunnen mensen met burnout baat hebben bij vergelijking met zelf-
gegenereerde anderen? 
In Hoofdstuk 6 werd geprobeerd de tevredenheid met het eigen
functioneren te vergroten door mensen te laten vergelijken met zelf te
kiezen of zelf te bedenken anderen. Vergelijking met zelf-gegenereerde
anderen biedt veel mogelijkheid tot cognitieve vertekening en roept
derhalve waarschijnlijk meer gunstige reacties op dan opgedrongen
vergelijkingsinformatie. Bovendien werd verwacht dat mensen met burnout
vooral baat bij zouden hebben bij zelf-beschermende (in plaats van zelf-
verheffende) vergelijkingen, waarbij ze bedenken in welke opzichten ze het
niet slecht (in plaats van goed) doen in vergelijking met collega’s. Gezien
hun verminderde gevoel van bekwaamheid en lage zelfwaardering zijn
mensen met burnout waarschijnlijk bang dat zij inferieur aan anderen zijn
of zullen worden. Bovendien zien zij zelf-verheffing, het streven naar
superioriteit, wellicht als ‘te hoog gegrepen’. Zoals verwacht, bleken
mensen met burnout meer tevredenheid met hun eigen functioneren en
meer positief affect te ervaren wanneer zij nadachten over de aspecten
waarin ze het niet slecht (i.p.v. goed) deden in vergelijking met anderen.
Dergelijke beschermende strategieën worden vaak als contraproductief
gezien tijdens het uitvoeren van een taak, maar de huidige resultaten
suggereren dat ze bij het terugkijken op prestaties nuttig kunnen zijn voor
mensen met burnout en dat ze wellicht kunnen ze op de lange duur zelfs
burnout verminderen.
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Wat is de invloed van individuele verschillen in vergelijkingsoriëntatie?
Niet iedereen is even sterk geneigd zich met anderen te vergelijken. Een
belangrijke vraag in dit promotieonderzoek was of deze dispositionele
behoefte aan sociale vergelijking, de zogenaamde vergelijkingsoriëntatie,
reacties op sociale vergelijking beïnvloedt. In overeenstemming met eerder
onderzoek werd gevonden dat mensen met een hoge vergelijkingsoriëntatie
sterker reageerden op sociale vergelijking: zij ontleenden meer positief
affect aan identificatie met een succesvol persoon en ze hadden meer baat
bij het nadenken over de dimensies waarin ze het niet slecht deden in
vergelijking met collega’s. Deze resultaten laten zien hoe belangrijk en
complex de rol is van individuele verschillen in sociale vergelijkings-
oriëntatie. Bovendien lijkt de invloed van deze variabele niet
eenvoudigweg gelijkgesteld te kunnen worden met die van gerelateerde
constructen, zoals neuroticisme. 
Wat betekent deze dissertatie voor de praktijk? 
Deze dissertatie heeft verschillende implicaties voor de praktijk. Voor
wat betreft de behandeling van burnout wordt therapeuten geadviseerd
gebruik te maken van de gunstige effecten van sociale vergelijking. Door
cliënten bijvoorbeeld aan te moedigen op de dingen te letten die ze niet
slecht doen in vergelijking met anderen, kan men positieve gevoelens
stimuleren en gevoelens van bekwaamheid versterken. Daarnaast wordt
ervoor gepleit dat therapeuten aandacht besteden aan de schadelijke
effecten van sociale vergelijking. Mogelijk kan men cliënten leren beter om
te gaan met opgedrongen vergelijkingsinformatie. Ook in de
werkomgeving, zoals bij de samenstelling van teams en bij intervisie, kan
men proberen mensen te voorzien van de gewenste vergelijkingsinformatie.
Meer in het algemeen is het belangrijk mensen met burnout niet ongevraagd
te confronteren met sociale vergelijkingsinformatie. 
Welke conclusies kunnen we trekken uit deze dissertatie?
Al met al wijst dit proefschrift erop dat opgedrongen vergelijkings-
informatie het welbevinden kan aantasten van mensen met burnout.
Vergeleken met gezonde mensen reageren zij negatiever op confrontatie
met slechtfunctionerende anderen en worden ze minder geïnspireerd door
succesvolle anderen. Ze kunnen echter wel baat hebben bij vergelijking met
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zelf te bedenken personen. Het is hierbij belangrijk dat ze focussen op de
dimensies waarin ze het niet slecht doen in vergelijking met anderen. Voor
mensen met burnout is het gevoel ‘minder slecht te zijn dan anderen’
namelijk beter in stand te houden dan het gevoel ‘beter te zijn dan anderen’.
Gevoelens van superioriteit zijn mogelijk van belang voor het verloop van
burnout: vooral bij mensen met een verminderd gevoel van superioriteit,
gaat burnout gepaard met depressieve klachten. 
De resultaten in deze dissertatie zijn belangrijk omdat ze licht werpen op
de complexe relaties tussen burnout en een breed scala aan sociale
vergelijkingsprocessen. Ze laten bovendien zien hoe belangrijk het is
aandacht te besteden aan de sociale context, en in het bijzonder aan de
impact van sociale vergelijkingsinformatie op het welzijn van mensen.
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References
Abel, M.H., & Sewell, J. (1999). Stress and burnout in rural and urban
secondary school teachers. Journal of Educational Research, 92(5), 287-
293.
Affleck, G., & Tennen, H. (1991). Social comparison and coping with
major medical problems. In J. Suls & T.A. Wills (Eds.), Social comparison:
Contemporary theory and research (pp. 369-394). Hillsdale, NJ, USA:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Ahrens, A.H., & Alloy, L.B. (1997). Social comparison processes in
depression. In B.P. Buunk & F.X. Gibbons (Eds.), Health, coping, and well-
being: Perspectives from social comparison theory (pp. 389-410).
Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Aiken, L.S., & West, S.G. (1991). Multiple regression: Testing and
interpreting interactions. Series: Quantitative applications in the social
sciences. London: Sage publications.
Albright, J.S., Alloy, L.B., Barch, D., & Dykman, B.M. (1993). Social
comparison by dysphoric and nondysphoric college students: The grass
isn’t always greener on the other side. Cognitive Therapy and Research,
17(6), 485-509.
Alicke, M.D. (1985). Global self-evaluation as determined by the
desirability and controllability of trait adjectives. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 49, 1621-1630.
Allan, S., & Gilbert, P. (1995). A social comparison scale: Psychometric
properties and relationship to psychopathology. Personality and Individual
Differences, 19(3), 293-299.
Allan, S., & Gilbert, P. (1997). Submissive behaviour and
psychopathology. British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 36(4), 467-488. 
Allison, S.T., Messick, D.M., & Goethals, G.R. (1989). On being better
but not smarter than others: The Muhammad Ali effect. Social Cognition,
7, 275-296.
Alloy, L.B., & Ahrens, A.H. (1987). Depression and pessimism for the
future: Biased use of statistically relevant information in predictions for self
versus others. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 52(2), 366-
378.
American Psychiatric Association (1994). Diagnostic and statistical
manual of mental disorders (4th ed.). Washington, DC: Author.
Ashby, F.G., Isen, A.M., & Turken, A.U. (1999). A neuropsychological
theory of positive affect and its influence on cognition. Psychological
Review, 106(3), 529-550.
Aspinwall, L.G., & Taylor, S.E. (1993). Affects of social comparison
direction, threat, and self-esteem on affect, self-evaluation, and expected
success. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 64, 708-722. 
Bakker, A.B., Schaufeli, W.B., & Van Dierendonck, D. (2000). Burnout:
Prevalentie, risicogroepen en risicofactoren (Burnout: Prevalence, high-risk
groups, and risk factors). In I.L.D. Houtman, W.B. Schaufeli, & T. Taris
(Eds.), Psychische vermoeidheid en werk (Mental fatigue and work; pp. 65-
82). Alphen aan den Rijn, the Netherlands: Samson/NWO.
Bandura, A. (1982). Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency.
American Psychologist, 37, 122-147.
Baron, R.M., & Kenny, D.A. (1986). The moderator-mediator variable
distinction in social psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and
statistical considerations. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 64,
708-722.
Baumeister, R.F. (1993). Understanding the inner nature of low self-
esteem: Uncertain, fragile, protective, and conflicted. In R.F. Baumeister
(Ed.), Self-esteem: The puzzle of low self-regard. Plenum series in
social/clinical psychology (pp. 201-218). New York: Plenum Press.
Beck, A.T., Rush, A.J., Shaw, B.F., & Emery, G. (1979). Cognitive
therapy of depression. New York: Wiley.
Berger, S.M. (1977). Social comparison, modeling, and perseverance. In
J.M. Suls & R.L. Miller (Eds.), Social comparison processes: Theoretical
and empirical perspectives (pp. 209-234). Washington, DC: Hemisphere.
Block, J., & Colvin, C. R., (1994). Positive illusions and well-being
revisited: Separating fiction from fact. Psychological Bulletin, 116(1), 28.
Bosson, J.K., Swann, W.B. Jr., & Pennebaker, J.W. (2000). Stalking the
perfect measure of implicit self-esteem: The blind men and the elephant
revisited? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79, 631-643.
Boyle, G.J., Borg, M.G., Falzon, J.M., & Baglioni, A.J. (1995). A
structural model of the dimensions of teacher stress. British Journal of
Educational Psychology, 65, 49-67.
Brenninkmeijer, V., & VanYperen, N.W. (1999). Diagnostiek van
burnout door middel van de Utrechtse Burnout Schaal (Diagnosing burnout
by means of the Utrechtse Burnout Schaal). Nederlands Tijdschrift voor de
Psychologie, 54, 105-108.
128 Rferences
Brenninkmeijer, V., VanYperen, N.W., & Buunk, B.P. (2000). Burnout,
Social Comparison Orientation and the Affective Consequences of Social
Comparison Information. Manuscript submitted for publication.
Brenninkmeijer, V., VanYperen, N.W., & Buunk, B.P. (2001a). Burnout
and depression are not identical twins: Is superiority a distinguishing
feature? Personality and Individual Differences, 30, 873-880.
Brenninkmeijer, V., VanYperen, N.W., & Buunk, B.P. (2001b). I am not
a better teacher, but others are doing worse: Burnout and perceptions of
superiority among teachers. Social Psychology of Education, 4, 259-274.
Brewer, M.B., & Weber, J.G. (1994). Self-evaluation effects of
interpersonal versus intergroup social comparison. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 66, 268-275.
Brewin, C.R. (1993). Cognitive foundations of clinical psychology.
Hillsdale, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Brickman, P., & Bulman, R.J. (1977). Pleasure and pain in social
comparison. In J.M. Suls & R.L. Miller (Eds.), Social comparison
processes: Theoretical and empirical perspectives (pp. 149-186).
Washington, DC, Hemisphere.
Brown, J.D. (1986). Evaluations of self and others: Self-enhancement
biases in social judgment. Social Cognition, 4, 353-376.
Brown, J.D., Novick, N.J., Lord, K.A., & Richards, J.M. (1992). When
Gulliver travels: Social context, psychological closeness and self-
appraisals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 62(5), 712-727.
Burke, R.J., & Greenglass, E. (1995). A longitudinal study of
psychological burnout in teachers. Human Relations, 48(2), 187-202.
Burke, R.J., & Richardsen, A.M. (2001). Psychological burnout in
organizations. In R.T. Golembiewski (Ed.), Handbook of organizational
behavior (2nd ed., Rev. ed., pp. 327-363). New York: Marcel Dekker. 
Buunk, B.P. (1998). Social comparison and optimism about one’s
relational future: Order effects in social judgment. European Journal of
Social Psychology, 28, 777-786.
Buunk, B.P., & Brenninkmeijer, V. (1999). Social comparison processes
among depressed individuals: Evidence for the evolutionary perspective on
involuntary subordinate strategies? In L. Sloman & P. Gilbert (Eds.),
Subordination and defeat: An evolutionary approach to mood disorders and
their therapy (pp. 147-164). Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.
References 129
Buunk, B.P., Collins, R.L., Taylor, S.E., VanYperen, N.W., & Dakof,
G.A. (1990). The affective consequences of social comparison: Either
direction has its ups and downs. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 59(6), 1238-1249.
Buunk, B.P., & Gibbons, F.X. (1997). Health, coping, and well-being:
Perspectives from social comparison theory. Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates. 
Buunk, B.P., Oldersma, F.L, & De Dreu, C.K.W. (2001). Enhancing
satisfaction through downward comparison: The role of relational
discontent and individual differences in social comparison orientation.
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 37, 452-467.
Buunk, B.P., & Schaufeli, W.B. (1993). Burnout: A perspective from
social comparison theory. In W.B. Schaufeli, C. Maslach, & T. Marek
(Eds.), Professional burnout: Recent developments in theory and research
(pp. 53-66). Washington, DC: Taylor & Francis.
Buunk, B.P., Schaufeli, W.B., & Ybema, J.F. (1994). Burnout,
uncertainty, and the desire for social comparison among nurses. Journal of
Applied Social Psychology, 24(19), 1701-1718.
Buunk, B.P., & Van den Eijnden, R.J.J.M. (1997). Perceived prevalence,
perceived superiority, and relationship satisfaction: Most relationships are
good, but ours is better. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 23,
219-228. 
Buunk, B.P., & VanYperen, N.W. (1991). Referential comparisons,
relational comparisons, and exchange orientation: Their relation to marital
satisfaction. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 17, 709-717.
Buunk, B.P., & Ybema, J.F. (1997). Social comparisons and
occupational stress: The identification-contrast model. In B.P. Buunk &
F.X. Gibbons (Eds.), Health, coping, and well-being: Perspectives from
social comparison theory (pp. 359-388). Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.
Buunk, B.P., Ybema, J.F., Gibbons, F.X., & Ipenburg, M. (2001). The
affective consequences of social comparison as related to professional
burnout and social comparison orientation. European Journal of Social
Psychology, 31, 337-351. 
Buunk, B.P., Ybema, J.F., Van der Zee, K., Schaufeli, W.B., & Gibbons,
F.X. (2001). Affect generated by social comparisons among nurses high and
low in burnout. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 31(7), 1500-1520.
130 References
Buunk, B.P., Zurriaga, R., Peíro, J.M., & Belmonte, J. (in press). Long-
term effects of social comparison activity upon burnout and role stress
among nurses. Journal of Vocational Behavior.
Byrne, B.M. (1999). The nomological network of teacher burnout: A
literature review and empirically validated model. In R. Vandenberghe &
A.M. Huberman (Eds.), Understanding and preventing teacher burnout: A
sourcebook of international research and practice (pp. 15-37). New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Cherniss, C. (1980). Staff burnout: Job stress in the human services.
Beverly Hills, CA, USA: Sage.
Cohen, J. (1960). A coefficient of agreement for nominal scales.
Educational and Psychological Measurement, 20, 37-46. 
Collins, R.L. (1996). For better or worse: The impact of upward
comparison on self-evaluations. Psychological Bulletin, 119(1), 51-69.
Collins, R.L. (2000). Among the better ones: Upward assimilation in
social comparison. In J. Suls & L. Wheeler (Eds.), Handbook of social
comparison: Theory and research (pp. 159-171). New York: Plenum Press.
Colvin, C.R., & Block, J. (1994). Do positive illusions foster mental
health? An examination of the Taylor and Brown formulation.
Psychological Bulletin, 116(1), 3-20.
Cooley, E., & Yovanoff, P. (1996). Supporting professionals at risk:
Evaluating interventions to reduce burnout and improve retention of special
educators. Exceptional Children, 62, 336-355. 
Cordes, C.L., & Dougherty, T.W. (1993). A review and an integration of
research on job burnout. Academy of Management Review, 18, 621-656.
Deary, I.J., Blenkin, H., Agius, R.M., Endler, N.S., Zealley, H., & Wood,
R. (1996). Models of job-related stress and personal achievement among
consultant doctors. British Journal of Psychology, 87, 3-29.
De Heus, P., & Diekstra, R.F.W. (1999). Do teachers burn out more
easily? A comparison of teachers with other social professions on work
stress and burnout symptoms. In R. Vandenberghe & A.M. Huberman
(Eds.), Understanding and preventing teacher burnout: A sourcebook of
international research and practice (pp. 269-284). New York: Cambridge
University Press.
Diener, E., & Fujita, F. (1997). Social comparisons and subjective well-
being. In B.P. Buunk & F.X. Gibbons (Eds.), Health, coping, and well-
being: Perspectives from social comparison theory (pp. 329-359).
Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
References 131
Dunning, D., Meyerowitz, J.A., & Holzberg, A.D. (1989). Ambiguity
and self-evaluation: The role of idiosyncratic trait definitions in self-serving
assessments of ability. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57,
1082-1090.
Dworkin, A.G. (1997). Coping with reform: The intermix of teacher
morale, teacher burnout, and teacher accountability. In B.J. Biddle, T.L.
Good, & I.F. Goodson (Eds.), The International Handbook of Teachers and
Teaching, Vol. 1 (pp. 459-498). Dordrecht, the Netherlands: Kluwer.
Edelwich, J., & Brodsky, A. (1980). Burnt-out: Stages of disillusionment
in the helping professions. New York: Rawson.
Elliott, A.J. (1999). Approach and avoidance motivation and
achievement goals. Educational Psychologist, 34, 169-189.
Elliott, A.J., & McGregor, H.A. (2001). A 2 × 2 achievement goal
framework. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 3, 501-519.
Ellis, A. (1962). Reason and emotion in psychotherapy. Secaucus, NJ,
USA: Lyle Stuart.
Etzion, D. (1987). The hidden agenda of human distress (IBR Series in
Organizational Behavior and Human Resources, Working paper No.
930/87). Tel Aviv, Israel: The Israel Institute of Business Research, Faculty
of Management, Tel Aviv University.
Farber, B.A. (1983). Stress and burnout in the human service
professions. New York: Pergamon Press.
Fazio, R.H. (1990). A practical guide to the use of response latency in
psychological research. In C. Hendrick & M.S. Clark (Eds.), Review of
Personality and Social Psychology. Vol. 11: Research methods in
personality and social psychology (pp. 74-97). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Feldman Barrett, L., & Russell, J.A. (1998). Independence and
bipolarity in the structure of current affect. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 74, 967-984. 
Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human
Relations, 7, 117-140.
Fischer, H.J. (1983). A psychoanalytic view on burnout. In B.A. Farber
(Ed.), Stress and burnout in the human service profession. New York:
Pergamon Press.
Forgas, J.P. (1998). Asking nicely? The effects of mood on responding
to more or less polite requests. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
24, 173-185.
132 References
Fredrickson, B.L. (1998). What good are positive emotions? Review of
General Psychology, 2, 300-319.
Fredrickson, B.L. (2000). Cultivating positive emotions to optimize
health and well-being. Prevention and Treatment (On-line), 3. Available
Internet: http://journals.apa.org/prevention/volume3/toc-mar07-00.html
Freudenberger, H.J. (1974). Staff burnout. Journal of Social Issues, 30,
159-165.
Freudenberger, H.J., & Richelson, G. (1981). Burnout: The high cost of
high achievement. New York: Bantam Books. 
Friedman, I.A. (1991). High- and low-burnout schools: School culture
aspects of teacher burnout. Journal of Educational Research, 84(6), 325-
333. 
Friedman, I.A., & Farber, B.A. (1992). Professional self-concept as a
predictor of teacher burnout. Journal of Educational Research, 86(1), 28-
35.
Fry, P.S. (1995). Perfectionism, humor, and optimism as moderators of
health outcomes and determinants of coping styles of women executives.
Genetic, Social, and General Psychology Monographs, 121, 211-245.
Geurts, S., Kompier, M., & Gründemann, R. (2000). Curing the Dutch
disease? Sickness absence and work disability in the Netherlands.
International Social Security Review, 53, 97-104.
Gibbons, F.X., & Buunk, B.P. (1999). Individual differences in social
comparison: Development of a scale of social comparison orientation.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76(1), 129-142.
Gibbons, F.X., & Gerrard, M. (1989). Effects of upward and downward
social comparison on mood states. Journal of Social and Clinical
Psychology, 8, 14-31.
Gibbons, F.X., & Gerrard, M. (1991). Downward comparison and
coping with threat. In J.M. Suls & T.A. Wills (Eds.), Social Comparison:
Contemporary theory and research (pp. 317-345). Hillsdale, NJ, USA:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
Gilbert, D.T., Giesler, R.B., & Morris, K.A. (1995). When comparisons
arise. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69, 227-236.
Glass, D.C., & McKnight, J.D. (1996). Perceived control, depressive
symptomatology, and professional burnout: A review of the evidence.
Psychology and Health, 11, 23-48.
Goethals, G.R., & Klein, W.M.P. (2000). Interpreting and inventing
social reality: Attributional and constructive elements in social comparison.
References 133
In J. Suls & L. Wheeler (Eds.), Handbook of social comparison: Theory
and research (pp. 23-44). New York: Plenum Press. 
Golembiewski, R.T. (1999). Next stage of burnout research and
applications. Psychological Reports, 84, 443-446.
Golembiewski, R.T., Boudreau, R.A., Munzenrider, R.F, & Luo, H.
(1996). Global burnout: A world-wide pandemic explored by the phase
model (Monographs in organizational behavior and industrial relations, Vol.
21). Greenwich, Connecticut, USA: JAI Press. 
Goodman, P.S. (1977). Social comparison processes in organizations. In
B.M. Staw & G.R. Salancik (Eds.), New directions in organizational
behavior (pp. 97-132). Chicago: St. Clair Press.
Greenglass, E.R., Burke, R.J., & Konarski, R. (1998). Components of
burnout, resources, and gender-related differences. Journal of Applied
Social Psychology, 28, 1088-1106. 
Gunthert, K.C., Cohen, L.H., & Armeli, S. (1999). The role of
neuroticism in daily stress and coping. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 77(5), 1087-1100.
Haidt, J. (2000). The positive emotion of elevation. Prevention and
Treatment, 3. Available Internet:
http://journals.apa.org/prevention/volume3/toc-mar07-00.html
Hakmiller, K.L. (1966). Threat as a determinant of downward
comparison. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, Supplement 1, 32-
39. 
Hallsten, L. (1993). Burning out: A framework. In W.B. Schaufeli, C.
Maslach, & T. Marek (Eds.), Professional burnout: Recent developments in
theory and research (pp. 95-113). Washington, DC: Taylor & Francis.
Heady, B., & Wearing, A. (1988). The sense of relative superiority -
central to well-being. Social Indicators Research, 20, 497-516.
Hemphill, K.J., & Lehman, D.R. (1991). Social comparisons and their
affective consequences: The importance of comparison dimension and
individuals difference variables. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology,
10(4), 372-394.
Higgins, E.T. (1997). Beyond pleasure and pain. American Psychologist,
52, 1280-1300.
Higgins, N.C. (1986). Occupational stress and working women: The
effectiveness of two stress reduction programs. Journal of Vocational
Behavior, 29, 66-78.
134 References
Hofstede, G. (1980). Culture’s consequences: International differences
in work-related values. Beverly Hills, CA, USA: Sage.
Hoogduin, C.A.L., Schaap, C.P.D.R., & Methorst G.J. (1996). Burnout:
Klinisch beeld en diagnostiek. (Burnout: Clinical picture and diagnostics).
In C.A.L. Hoogduin, C.P.D.R. Schaap, A.J. Kladler, & W.A. Hoogduin
(Eds.), Behandelingsstrategieën bij burnout (Treatment strategies of
burnout; pp. 33-41). Houten/Diegem, Netherlands: Bohn Stafleu Van
Logum.
Hoorens, V. (1993). Self-enhancement and superiority biases in social
comparison. In W. Stroebe & M. Hewstone (Eds.), European Review of
Social Psychology (Vol. 4, pp. 113-139). Chichester, UK: Wiley.
Houtman, I.L.D., Smulders, P.G.W., & Klein Hesselink, D.J. (1999).
Trends in arbeid 1999 (Trends in labour 1999). Alphen aan den Rijn, the
Netherlands: TNO Arbeid/Samson.   
Janssen, P.P.M., Schaufeli, W.B., & Houkes, I. (1999). Work-related and
individual determinants of three burnout dimensions. Work and Stress, 13,
74-86.
Jason, L.A., Wagner, L., Taylor, R., Ropacki, M.T., Shlaes, J., Ferrari,
J.R., Slavich, S.P., & Stenzel, C. (1995). Chronic fatigue syndrome: A new
challenge for health care professionals. Journal of Community Psychology,
23, 143-164.
Kahill, S. (1988). Symptoms of professional burnout: A review of the
empirical evidence. Canadian Psychology, 29, 284-297.
Karasek, R., & Theorell, T. (1990). Healthy work: Stress, productivity,
and the reconstruction or working life. New York: Basic Books.
Keijsers, G.J., Schaufeli, W.B., Le Blanc, P.M., Zwerts, C., & Reis
Miranda, D. (1995). Performance and burnout in intensive care units. Work
and Stress, 9(4), 513-527.
Kernis, M.H. (1993). The roles of stability and level of self-esteem in
psychological functioning. In R.F. Baumeister (Ed.), Self-esteem: The
puzzle of low self-regard. Plenum series in social/clinical psychology (pp.
167-182). New York: Plenum Press.
Koeske, G.F., & Koeske, R.D. (1989). Construct validity of the Maslach
Burnout Inventory: A critical review and reconceptualization. Journal of
Applied Behavioral Science, 25, 131-144.
Koningsveld, E.A.P., & Mossink, J.C.M. (1997). Kerncijfers
maatschappelijke kosten van arbeidsomstandigheden in Nederland (Key
References 135
figures social costs of employment conditions in the Netherlands). Ministry
of Social Affairs and Employment, Den Haag, the Netherlands: VUGA.
Koole, S.L., Smeets, K., Van Knippenberg, A., & Dijksterhuis, A.
(1999). The cessation of rumination through self-affirmation. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 77, 111-125.
Kuiper, N.A., & MacDonald, M.R. (1982). Self and other perception in
mild depressives. Social Cognition, 1(3), 223-239.
Landsbergis, P.A., Cahill, J., & Schnall, P. (1999). The impact of lean
production and related new systems of work organization and worker
health. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 4, 108-130.
Lazarus, R.S., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress, appraisal and coping. New
York: Springer.
Lee, R.T., & Ashforth, B.E. (1996). A meta-analytic examination of the
correlates of the three burnout dimensions of job burnout. Journal of
Applied Psychology, 81, 123-133.
Leiter, M.P. (1993). Burnout as a developmental process: Consideration
of models. In W.B. Schaufeli, C. Maslach, & T. Marek, (Eds.), Professional
burnout: Recent developments in theory and research (pp. 237-250).
Washington, DC: Taylor & Francis.
Leiter, M.P., & Durup, M.J. (1994). The discriminant validity of burnout
and depression: A confirmatory factor analytic study. Anxiety, Stress, and
Coping, 7, 357-373.
Leiter, M.P., & Maslach, C. (1988). The impact of interpersonal
environment on burnout and organizational commitment. Journal of
Organizational Behavior, 9, 297-308.
LISV (Landelijk Instituut Sociale Verzekeringen, National Institute for
Social Insurance) (2000a). Ontwikkeling arbeidsongeschiktheid:
Jaaroverzicht WAO/WAZ/Wajong 1999 (Development incapacity for work:
Annual survey WAO, WAZ, Wajong 1999). Amsterdam, the Netherlands:
LISV.
LISV (Landelijk Instituut Sociale Verzekeringen, National Institute for
Social Insurance) (2000b). Trendrapportage arbeidsongeschiktheid 2000
(Trend report incapacity for work 2000). Leiden, the Netherlands:
Drukkerij Groen.
Lockwood, P., & Kunda, Z. (1997). Superstars and me: Predicting the
impact of role models on the self. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 73, 91-103.
136 References
Lyubomirski, S. (2000). On studying positive emotions. Prevention and
Treatment (On-line), 3. Available Internet:
http://journals.apa.org/prevention/volume3/toc-mar07-00.html
Major, B., Testa, M., & Bylsma, W.H. (1991). Responses to upward and
downward social comparisons: The impact of esteem-relevance and
perceived control. In J. Suls & T.A. Wills (Eds.), Social comparison:
Contemporary theory and research (pp. 237-260). Hillsdale, NJ, USA:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Malkinson, R., Kushnir, T., & Weisberg, E. (1997). Stress management
and burnout prevention in female blue-collar workers: Theoretical and
practical implications. International Journal of Stress Management, 4, 183-
197.
Martijn, C., Spears, R., Van der Pligt, J., & Jakobs, E. (1992). Negativity
and positivity effects in person perception and inference: Ability versus
morality. European Journal of Social Psychology, 22, 453-463.
Maslach, C. (1993). Burnout: A multidimensional perspective. In W.B.
Schaufeli, C. Maslach, & T. Marek (Eds.), Professional burnout: Recent
developments in theory and research (pp. 19-32). Washington, DC: Taylor
& Francis.
Maslach, C., & Jackson, S. E. (1981). The measurement of experienced
burnout. Journal of Occupational Behaviour, 2, 99-113.
Maslach, C., & Jackson, S.E. (1986). The Maslach Burnout Inventory.
Manual Edition. Palo Alto, CA, USA: Consulting Psychologists Press. 
Maslach, C., & Leiter, M.P. (1997). The truth about burnout: How
organizations cause personal stress and what to do about it. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.
Maslach, C., & Schaufeli, W.B. (1993). Historical and conceptual
development of burnout. In W.B. Schaufeli, C. Maslach, & T. Marek (Eds.),
Professional burnout: Recent developments in theory and research (pp. 1-
16). Washington, DC: Taylor & Francis.
Maslach, C., Schaufeli, W.B., & Leiter, M.P. (2000). Job burnout.
Annual Review of Psychology, 52, 397-422.
McCrae, R.R., & Costa, P.T. (1990). Personality in adulthood. New
York: Guilford Press.
Meyer, H.H. (1980). Self-appraisal of job performance. Personnel
Psychology, 33, 291-295.
References 137
Midgley, C., Kaplan, A., & Middleton, M. (2001). Performance-
approach goals: Good for what, for whom, under what circumstances, and
at what cost? Journal of Educational Psychology, 93, 77-86.
Mitchelson, J.K., & Burns, L.R. (1998). Career mothers and
perfectionism: Stress at work and at home. Personality and Individual
Differences, 25, 477-485.
Molleman, E., Pruyn, J., & Van Knippenberg, A. (1986). Social
comparison processes among cancer patients. British Journal of Social
Psychology, 25(1), 1-13.
Morse, S., & Gergen, K.J. (1970). Social comparison, self-consistency,
and the concept of self. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
16(1), 148-156.
Murphy, L.R. (1996). Stress management in work settings: A critical
review of the health effects. American Journal of Health Promotion, 11,
112-135.
Myers, D.G. (2000). Feeling good about Fredrickson’s positive
emotions. Prevention and Treatment (On-line), 3. Available Internet:
http://journals.apa.org/prevention/volume3/toc-mar07-00.html
Noworol, C., Zarczynski, Z., Fafrowicz, M., & Marek, T. (1993). Impact
of professional burnout on creativity and innovation. In W.B. Schaufeli, C.
Maslach, & T. Marek (Eds.), Professional burnout: Recent developments in
theory and research (pp. 163-175). Washington, DC: Taylor & Francis. 
O’Grady, K.E. (1982). Measures of explained variance: Cautions and
limitations. Psychological Bulletin, 92, 766-777.
Pacini, R., & Epstein, S. (1999). The relation of rational and experiential
information processing styles to personality, basic beliefs, and the ratio-bias
phenomenon. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 76(6), 972-
987.
Pines, A.M. (1993). Burnout: An existential perspective. In W.B.
Schaufeli, C. Maslach, & T. Marek (Eds.), Professional burnout: Recent
developments in theory and research (pp. 33-51). Washington, DC: Taylor
& Francis.
Pines, A.M., & Aronson, E. (1988). Career burnout: Causes and cures.
New York: Free Press. 
Price, J., Sloman, L., Gardner, R., Gilbert, P., & Rohde, P. (1994). The
social competition model of depression. British Journal of Psychiatry, 164,
309-315.
138 References
Radloff, L.S. (1977). The CES-D scale: A self-report depression scale
for research in the general population. Applied Psychological
Measurement, 1, 385-401. 
Rhodewalt, F.R., Madrian, J.C., & Cheney, S. (1998). Narcissism, self-
knowledge organization, and emotional reactivity: The effect of daily
experiences on self-esteem and affect. Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 24, 75-87.
Rosenthal, R., & Rubin, D.B. (1979). A note on percent variance
explained as a measure of the importance of effects. Journal of Applied
Social Psychology, 9, 395-396.
Rudow, B. (1999). Stress and burnout in the teaching profession:
European studies, issues, and research perspectives. In R. Vandenberghe &
A.M. Huberman (Eds.), Understanding and preventing teacher burnout: A
sourcebook of international research and practice (pp. 38-58). New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Russell, D.W., Altmaier, E., & Van Velzen, D. (1987). Job-related stress,
social support and burnout among classroom teachers. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 72, 269-274.
Schachter, S. (1959). The psychology of affiliation. California: Stanford
University Press.
Schaufeli, W.B. (1995). Utrechtse Burnout Schaal (UBOS): Voorlopige
handleiding (Utrecht Burnout Scale (UBOS): Preliminary manual). Internal
rapport, section Psychology of Work, Health and Organization, University
of Utrecht, the Netherlands.
Schaufeli, W.B., & Buunk, B.P. (1996). Professional burnout. In M.J.
Schabracq, J.A.M. Winnubst, & C.L. Cooper (Eds.), Handbook of work and
health psychology (pp. 311-346). Chichester, UK: Wiley. 
Schaufeli, W.B., Daamen, J., & Van Mierlo, H. (1994). Burnout among
Dutch teachers: An MBI-validity study. Educational and Psychological
Measurement, 54, 803-812. 
Schaufeli, W.B., & Enzmann, D. (1998). The burnout companion to
study and practice: A critical analysis. London: Taylor & Francis.
Schaufeli, W.B., Maslach, C. & Marek, T. (Eds.). (1993). Professional
burnout: Recent developments in theory and research. Washington, DC:
Taylor & Francis.
Schaufeli, W.B., & Van Dierendonck, D. (1994). Burnout, een concept
gemeten: De Nederlandse versie van de Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI-
NL) (Burnout, the measurement of a concept: The Dutch version of the
References 139
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI-NL)). Gedrag en Gezondheid, 22, 153-
172.
Schaufeli, W.B., Van Dierendonck, D. (1995). A cautionary note about
the cross-national and clinical validity of cut-off points for the Maslach
Burnout Inventory. Psychological Reports, 76, 1083-1090.
Schaufeli, W.B., & Van Dierendonck, D. (2000). UBOS: Utrechtse
Burnout Schaal. Handleiding (UBOS: Utrecht Burnout Scale. Manual).
Lisse, the Netherlands: Swets and Zeitlinger.
Schaufeli, W.B., Van Dierendonck, D., & Van Gorp, K. (1996). Burnout
and reciprocity: Towards a dual level social exchange model. Work and
Stress, 10, 225-237.
Schaufeli, W.B., & Van Horn, J.E. (1995). Maslach Burnout Inventory:
Nederlandse versie voor leerkrachten (MBI-NL-Le). Voorlopige
handleiding. (Maslach Burnout Inventory: Dutch version for teachers
(MBI-NL-Le). Preliminary manual). Internal report, section Psychology of
Work, Health and Organization, University of Utrecht, Netherlands.
Shirom, A. (1989). Burnout in work organizations. In C.L. Cooper & I.
Robertson (Eds.), International Review of Industrial and Organizational
Psychology (pp. 25-48). New York: Wiley.
Skowronski, J.J., & Carlston, D.E. (1989). Negativity and extremity
biases in impression formation: A review of explanations. Psychological
Bulletin, 105, 131-142.
Smith, R.H. (2000). Assimilative and contrastive emotional reactions to
upward and downward comparisons. In J. Suls & L. Wheeler (Eds.),
Handbook of social comparison: Theory and research (pp. 173-200). New
York: Plenum Press. 
Snyder, C.R., Tennen, H., Affleck, G., & Cheavens, J. (2000). Social,
personality, clinical, and health psychology tributaries: The merging of a
scholarly ‘river of dreams’. Personality and Social Psychology Review,
4(1), 16-29.
Stapel, D.A., & Koomen, W. (2001). I, we, and the effects of others on
me: How self-construal level moderates social comparison effects. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 80(5), 766-781.
Stevens, J. (1992). Applied multivariate statistics for the social sciences
(2nd ed.). Hillsdale, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Tabachnik, N., Crocker, J. & Alloy, L.B. (1983). Depression, social
comparison, and the false consensus effect. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 45(3), 688-699.
140 References
Tacq, J. (1997). Multivariate analysis techniques in social science
research. London: Sage Publications.
Taris, T., Schaufeli, W.B., Schreurs, P.J.G., & Caljé, D.G. (2000).
Opgebrand in het onderwijs: Stress, psychische vermoeidheid en
ziekteverzuim onder leraren (Burnt-out in education: Stress, mental fatigue,
and absence through illness among teachers). In I.L.D. Houtman, W.B.
Schaufeli, & T. Taris (Eds.), Psychische vermoeidheid en werk (Mental
fatigue and work; pp. 97-106). Alphen aan den Rijn, the Netherlands:
Samson/NWO.
Taylor, S.E., Aspinwall, L.G., Giulinao, T.A., Dakof, G.A., & Reardon,
K.K. (1993). Storytelling and coping with stressful events. Journal of
Applied Social Psychology, 23, 703-733.
Taylor, S.E., & Brown, J.D. (1988). Illusion and well-being: A social
psychological perspective on mental health. Psychological Bulletin, 103,
193-210.
Taylor, S.E., & Brown, J.D. (1994). Positive illusions and well-being
revisited: Separating fact from fiction. Psychological Bulletin, 116(1), 21-
27.
Taylor, S.E., & Lobel, M. (1989). Social comparison activity under
threat: Downward evaluation and upward contacts. Psychological Review,
96(4), 569-575.
Taylor, S.E., Wood, J.V., & Lichtman, R.R. (1983). It could be worse:
Selective evaluation as a response to victimization. Journal of Social
Issues, 39(2), 19-40.
Tennen, H., McKee, T.E., & Affleck, G. (2000). Social comparison
processes in health and illness. In J. Suls & L. Wheeler (Eds.), Handbook
of social comparison: Theory and research (pp. 443-483). New York:
Plenum Press. 
Thornton, D.A., & Arrowood, A.J. (1966). Self-evaluation, self-
enhancement, and the locus of social comparison. Journal of Experimental
Social Psychology, 2, Supplement 1, 40-48. 
Tice, D.M. (1991). Esteem protection or enhancement? Self-
handicapping motives and attributions differ by trait self-esteem. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 5, 711-725.
Tice, D.M. (1993). The social motivations of people with low self-
esteem. In R.F. Baumeister (Ed.), Self-esteem: The puzzle of low self-
regard. Plenum series in social/clinical psychology (pp. 37-53). New York:
Plenum Press.
References 141
Tomarken, A.J., & Keener, A.D. (1998). Frontal brain asymmetry and
depression: A self-regulatory perspective. Cognition and Emotion, 12(3),
387-420.
Tweede Fase Adviespunt (Second Stage Advisory Point) (2001).
Monitoringsproject: De implementatie van de vernieuwingen in de tweede
fase van havo en vwo - eindverslag schoolbezoeken. (Monitoring project:
The implementation of reforms in the second stage of Senior General
Secondary Education and Pre-University Education - final report school
visits; On-line). Available Internet: www.tweedefase-loket.nl
USZO, Uitvoeringsinstelling Sociale Zekerheid voor Overheid en
Onderwijs (Benefits Agency for the Public Service and Education Sector)
(1998). Statistiek Arbeidsongeschiktheid, Onderwijs (Statistics Incapacity
for Work, Education). The Netherlands: Author. 
Van Dierendonck, D., Schaufeli, W.B., & Buunk, B.P. (1998). The
evaluation of an individual burnout program: The role of inequity and
social support. Journal of Applied Pychology, 83, 392-407.
Van Dierendonck, D., Schaufeli, W.B., & Buunk, B.P. (2001a). Burnout
and inequity among human service professionals: A longitudinal study.
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 6, 43-52.
Van Dierendonck, D., Schaufeli, W.B., & Buunk, B.P. (2001b). Toward
a process model of burnout: Results from a secondary analysis. European
Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 10, 41-52.
Van Horn, J.E., Schaufeli, W.B., & Enzmann, D. (1999). Teacher
burnout and lack of reciprocity. Journal of Applied Social Psychology,
29(1), 91-108.
Van Horn, J.E., Schaufeli, W.B., Greenglass, E.R., & Burke, R.J. (1997).
A Canadian-Dutch comparison of teachers’ burnout. Psychological
Reports, 81, 371-382. 
Van der Klink, J.J.L., Blonk, R.W.B., Schene, A.H., & Van Dijk, F.J.H.
(2001). The benefits of interventions for work-related stress. American
Journal of Public Health, 91, 270-276.
Van Lange, P.A.M., & Breukelaar, H.G.D. (1992). Waargenomen
superioriteit: Beter, maar vooral minder slecht dan anderen (Perceived
superiority: Better, but particularly less bad than others). In J. Van der Pligt,
N. Ellemers, W. Van der Kloot, & M. Poppe (Eds.), Fundamentele sociale
psychologie, Vol. 6 (pp. 113-126). Tilburg, the Netherlands: Tilburg
University Press. 
142 References
Van Lange, P.A.M., & Rusbult, C.E. (1995). My relationship is better
than - and not as bad as- yours is: The perception of superiority in close
relationships. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 32-44.
VanYperen, N.W. (1992). Self-enhancement among major league soccer
players: The role of importance and ambiguity on social comparison
behavior. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 22, 1186-1198.
VanYperen, N.W. (1996). Communal orientation and the burnout
syndrome among nurses: A replication and extension. Journal of Applied
Social Psychology, 26, 338-354.
VanYperen, N.W., Buunk, B.P., & Schaufeli, W.B. (1992). Imbalance,
communal orientation and the burnout syndrome among nurses. Journal of
Applied Social Psychology, 22, 173-189. 
VanYperen, N.W., & Snijders, T.A.B. (2000). A multilevel analysis of
the Demands-Control Model: Is stress at work determined by factors at the
group level or the individual level? Journal of Occupational Health
Psychology, 5(1), 182-190.
Van de Vliert, E. (1998). Gender role gaps, competitiveness and
temperature. In G. Hofstede (Ed.), Masculinity and femininity: The taboo
dimension of national cultures (pp.117-129). Thousand Oaks, CA, USA:
Sage Publications. 
Van der Zee, K., Buunk, B., & Sanderman, R. (1998). Neuroticism and
reactions to social comparison information among cancer patients. Journal
of Personality, 66(2), 175-194.
Van der Zee, K., Buunk, B., Sanderman, R., Botke, G., & Van den Bergh,
F. (2000). Social comparison and coping with cancer treatment. Personality
and Individual Differences, 28(1), 17-34.
Van der Zee, K., Oldersma, F.L., Buunk, B.P., & Bos, D.M. (1998).
Social comparison preferences among cancer patients as related to
neuroticism and social comparison orientation. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 75, 801- 810.
Vredenburgh, L.D., Carlozzi, A.F., & Stein, L.B. (1999). Burnout in
counseling psychologists: Type of practice setting and pertinent
demographics. Counselling Psychology Quarterly, 12(3), 293-302.
Wagenvoort, M.A., VanYperen, N.W., Hoogduin, C.A.L., & Schaap,
C.P.D.R. (1998). Persoonskenmerken en burnout: De mediërende rol van
copingstijl (Personality characteristics and burnout: The mediator role of
coping style). Nederlands Tijdschrift voor de Psychologie, 53, 128-143. 
References 143
Watson, D., Wiese, D., Vaidya, J., & Tellegen, A. (1999). The two
general activation systems of affect: Structural findings, evolutionary
considerations, and psychobiological evidence. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 76(5), 820-838.
Weinstein, N.D. (1980). Unrealistic optimism about future life-events.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 39, 806-820. 
Wheeler, L. (1966). Motivation as a determinant of upward comparison.
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 2, Supplement 1, 27-31.
Wheeler, L. (2000). Individual differences in social comparison. In J.
Suls & L. Wheeler (Eds.), Handbook of social comparison: Theory and
research (pp. 141-158). New York: Plenum Press. 
WHO (1992). The ICD-10 classification of mental and behavioural
diseases: Clinical description and diagnostic guidelines. Geneva: WHO. 
Wills, T.A. (1981). Downward comparison principles in social
psychology. Psychological Bulletin, 90, 245-271.
Wills, T.A. (1991). Similarity and self-esteem in downward comparison.
In J. Suls & T.A. Wills (Eds.), Social comparison: Contemporary theory
and research (pp. 51-78). Hillsdale, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.
Wood, J.V. (1989). Theory and research concerning social comparisons
of personal attributes. Psychological Bulletin, 106(2), 231-248.
Wood, J.V. (1996). What is social comparison and how should we study
it? Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 22(5), 520-537.
Wood, J.V., Giordano-Beech, M., Taylor, K.L., Michela, J.L., & Gaus, V.
(1994). Strategies of social comparison among people with low self-
esteem: Self-protection and self-enhancement. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 67, 713-731.
Wood, J.V., & Van der Zee, K. (1997). Social comparisons among cancer
patients: Under what conditions are comparisons upward and downward?
In B.P. Buunk & F.X. Gibbons (Eds.), Health, coping, and well-being:
Perspectives from social comparison theory (pp. 2999-328). Mahwah, NJ,
USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Wood, J.V., Taylor, S.E., & Lichtman, R.R. (1985). Social comparison in
adjustment to breast cancer. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
49(5), 1169-1183.
Wright, T.A., & Bonett, D.G. (1997). The contribution of burnout to
work performance. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 18, 491-499.
144 References
Ybema, J.F., & Buunk, B.P. (1995). Affective responses to social
comparison: A study among disabled individuals. British Journal of Social
Psychology, 34, 279-292.
Ybema, J.F., Buunk, B.P., & Heesink, J.A.M. (1996) Affect and
identification in social comparison after loss of work. Basic and Applied
Social Psychology, 18, 151-169.
Zijlstra, F., & de Vries, J. (2000). Burnout en de bijdrage van socio-
demografische en werkgebonden variabelen (Burnout and the contribution
of socio-demographical and work-related variables). In I.L.D. Houtman,
W.B. Schaufeli, & T. Taris (Eds.), Psychische vermoeidheid en werk





Aan dit proefschrift hebben veel mensen bijgedragen. Niet iedereen kan
ik persoonlijk bedanken, maar een aantal mensen wil ik in het bijzonder
noemen. Allereerst wil ik mijn promotor Bram Buunk en co-promotor Nico
VanYperen bedanken voor de goede samenwerking. Hun sterke
betrokkenheid en enthousiasme, hun professionaliteit, en hun expertise op
het gebied van sociale vergelijking en burnout, zijn voor mij van groot
belang geweest. Daarnaast ben ik Diederik Stapel dank verschuldigd voor
zijn waardevolle suggesties en voor het beoordelen van mijn proefschrift
als lid van de beoordelingscommissie. Ook de twee andere leden van de
beoordelingscommissie, Prof.dr. W.B. Schaufeli en Prof.dr. C.P.D.R.
Schaap, wil ik van harte bedanken.
De onderzoeken in dit proefschrift zijn mede tot stand gekomen door de
bereidwillige medewerking van een groot aantal middelbare scholen.
Iedereen die een vragenlijst heeft ingevuld of heeft geholpen bij het
verspreiden en verzamelen van de vragenlijsten, hartelijk dank! Daarnaast
ben ik een aantal studenten (Iris Hoogeboom, Atse Douwma, Saskia van
Weeren, Sasja Wolters, Sandra Vos, Ynske Rijpstra en Jolanda Fokker)
dankbaar voor de plezierige samenwerking en voor hun inzet bij de
uitvoering van – hier niet gerapporteerde - studies.      
Mijn collega’s en oudcollega’s van de sectie Sociale en
Organisatiepsychologie bedank ik voor hun betrokkenheid, gezelligheid en
luisterend oor. Hierbij denk ik niet alleen aan onze vakinhoudelijke
discussies, maar ook aan de gesprekken over ‘het leven als aio’, relaties, het
kopen van een huis, enzovoort. In het bijzonder gaat mijn dank uit naar
Pieternel Dijkstra en Suzanne Pielage, mijn paranimfen, collega’s en
vriendinnen. Onze lunches in de stad zal ik zeker gaan missen.... 
Tenslotte wil ik graag mijn ouders, mijn zusje en alle vrienden bedanken
voor hun belangstelling en voor alle plezierige afleiding. En Joe natuurlijk,




The ‘Kurt Lewin Institute Dissertation Series’ started in 1997. Since 2000
the following dissertations have been published: 
2000-1: Roeline Kuijer: Give-and-take among couples facing cancer. 
Equity concerns in the context of a serious illness 
2000-2: Marieke Wilke: Billijkheid van prestatieverschillen in 
taakgroepen 
2000-3: Cathy van Dyck: Putting errors to good use: On error 
management culture in organizations 
2000-4: Manuela Barreto: Identity and strategy in pro-group behaviour 
2000-5: Arieneke Groenenboom: Efficiency and fairness in collective 
task performance 
2000-6: Birgitta Gatersleben: Sustainable household metabolism and 
quality of life: Examining the perceived social sustainability of 
environmentally sustainable household consumption patterns 
2000-7: Wander Jager: Modelling consumer behaviour 
2000-8: Claudia  Hoeksema-van Orden: Fatigue and performance in
groups 
2000-9: Jaap Ouwerkerk: Comparison-based reactions to group 
performance outcomes
2000-10: Carien Görts: The significance of personal relationships in
cultural perspective: A comparison of individualistic and 
collectivistic cultures 
2000-11: Monique Timmers: Sex differences in emotion expression
2000-12: Ana Christina Costa: A matter of trust: Effects on the 
performance and effectiveness of teams in organizations 
2000-13: Sander Koole: Positivity in self-evaluation 
2000-14: Andreas Rauch: Success factors of small and medium sized 
enterprises
2001-1: Laura Sweeney: Abstraction, representation and social cognition 
2001-2: Arjan Bos: HIV stigma and social interaction: Examining 
strategies to influence perceivers’ emotional and behavioral 
reactions in initial encounters 
2001-3: Esther van Leeuwen: Preserving identity when groups combine: 
A study of group-based reactions to mergers 
2001-4: Mark Dechesne: Flexible and rigid reactions to reminders of 
mortality.  Some further explorations of terror management 
theory 
2001-5: Wendy van Rijswijk: Contextual and perceiver factors in the 
stereotyping of multiple category groups 
2001-6: Nanja Kolk: Assessment Centers. Understanding and improving
construct-related validity 
2001-7: Paul Harland: Pro-environmental behavior 
2001-8: Ilja van Beest: Self-interest and fairness in coalition formation 
2001-9: Maaike ten Berge: Freebooters and Prosperity. The structure of
situations from a trait psychological perspective 
2001-10: Fieke Harinck: Conflict issues matter: How conflict issues 
influence negotiation 
148
2001-11: Pieternel Dijkstra: Men, women and their rivals: Jealousy from
an evolutionary-psychological perspective 
2001-12: Frenk van Harreveld: Unpacking attitudes, an investigation into 
attitudinal structure 
2002-1: Marius van Dijke: Understanding power dynamics. Effects of 
social comparison on tendencies to change power and power 
differences 
2002-2: Bianca Beersma: Small group negotiation and team performance 
2002-3: Xu Huang: Just a matter of taste? One nation’s job satisfiers are 
another nation’s job dissatisfiers
2002-4: Veerle Brenninkmeijer: A drug called comparison: The pains and
gains of social comparison among individuals suffering from 
burnout
149

